The fictive pass asymmetry: Condemnation of harm, but not purity, is mitigated by fictional contexts by Sabo, John S.
Kent Academic Repository
Full text document (pdf)
Copyright & reuse
Content in the Kent Academic Repository is made available for research purposes. Unless otherwise stated all
content is protected by copyright and in the absence of an open licence (eg Creative Commons), permissions 
for further reuse of content should be sought from the publisher, author or other copyright holder. 
Versions of research
The version in the Kent Academic Repository may differ from the final published version. 
Users are advised to check http://kar.kent.ac.uk for the status of the paper. Users should always cite the 
published version of record.
Enquiries
For any further enquiries regarding the licence status of this document, please contact: 
researchsupport@kent.ac.uk
If you believe this document infringes copyright then please contact the KAR admin team with the take-down 
information provided at http://kar.kent.ac.uk/contact.html
Citation for published version
Sabo, John S.  (2016) The fictive pass asymmetry: Condemnation of harm, but not purity, is mitigated
by fictional contexts.   Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) thesis, University of Kent.
DOI










THE FICTIVE PASS ASYMMETRY: CONDEMNATION 




Thesis submitted for the degree of 
Doctor of philosophy 
At 




School of Psychology  




Word Count: 38,475 




 I would like to extend my thanks to the many people whose patience, effort, 
and compassion has help me throughout the journey that has been my doctoral 
studies. 
 Special thanks is owed to my supervisor, Roger Giner-Sorolla. Roger has 
been by my side from the very start of my MSc degree to the end of my PhD. 
Without his patience, advice, and guidance my studies would have been much more 
turbulent than they were. I do not think that every PhD supervisor would tolerate 
unannounced drop-ins or helping a frantic student with meeting last minute 
deadlines, but Roger never let me down. My success is largely owed to his 
dedication and I could not be more grateful. 
 Additionally, there are a number of others who helped me along the way. 
Darren, has been a constant companion since day one. It has been a pleasure 
sharing an office, bouncing ideas off of each other, helping each other with 
research, and blowing off steam together over the weekends. My parents and my 
sister have given me unwavering support throughout my studies and while I do not 
call as often as I should, they need to know that I would never have gotten this far 
without them. Lastly, Nina, more so than anyone else, has seen firsthand the toll 
that work can have on me and her support has been beyond belief. I shudder to 
think what this experience would have been like without her by my side. 
 To all my family and friends, thank you! This work is dedicated to you.  
 
  
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            2 
 
ABSTRACT 
 Is there a double standard when it comes to the moral acceptability of 
fiction that encourages the imagination of acts that violate moral norms of 
harm and moral norms of purity? Observations of ethics, legal proceedings, 
and public reactions to different types of media seems to suggest so. Over 
six experiments this phenomenon, coined the fictive pass asymmetry, will be 
tested. The fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis proposes that fictional 
contexts including imagination, film, and virtual environments, will mitigate 
the condemnation of harm code violations more so than purity code 
violations. In other words, fictional representations of harm are given a 
³ILFWLYHSDVV´LQPRUDOFRQGHPQDWLRQEXWWKHILFWLRQDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQof purity 
code violations that involve DQDEQRUPDOXVHRIRQH¶VERG\are denied a 
pass, and thus evaluated more similarly across real and fictional contexts.  
 Chapters 1 through 3 introduce the fictive pass asymmetry and review 
the literature that provide its theoretical framework. Chapter 4 presents three 
experiments that establish initial evidence in support of the fictive pass 
asymmetry effects. Experiment 1 presented participants (N = 431) with 
vignettes that described agents committing either sexual acts or violent acts 
that were described as occurring in real life, being performed in a video 
game, or watched in a film. Experiments 2 and 3 (N = 360 and N = 321, 
respectively) systematically improved methodology by expanding upon the 
fictive contexts and creating manipulations based more strictly on the moral 
psychology literature. Chapter 5 presents experiment 4 (N = 312) and 
experiment 5 (N = 352) which deepened the understanding of the fictive pass 
asymmetry effects by using mediation analyses to demonstrate how the 
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perceived wrongness of fictional purity code violations can be explained by 
the extent to which they signal poor moral character. Lastly, chapter 6 
contains a final experiment (N = 484) and a series of meta-analyses. The 
final experiment considers fictive pass asymmetry effects in relation to an 
opposing theoretical framework, validates a number of manipulations, and 
tests the presumption of desire as an alternate explanation of fictive pass 
asymmetry effects. Finally, the meta-analyses aggregate the data of these 
experiments to highlight the robustness of the fictive pass asymmetry effects. 
Chapter 7, the concluding chapter, reviews the experiments and discusses 
the results in regards to theories of anger and disgust, moral theories of act 
and character, as well as WKHILFWLYHSDVVDV\PPHWU\¶V implications in media 
use and regulation.  
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CHAPTER 1  
GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
³Until I went online and checked the content of the game, I thought it was just 
a bit of swearing and some shooting and I think some of the parents will tell 
\RXWKDWWKH\KDYHEHHQHTXDOO\QDwYH´(Iwan, 2014) 
Can behaviors that are committed within a fictional context be 
perceived as immoral? If so, is there a double standard regarding the 
permissibility of fictional representation sex versus violence? The above 
quote was spoken by a primary school teacher in regards to the sexual 
content of the 2013 video game Grand Theft Auto; the most recent 
installment in a line of controversial video games in which players find 
themselves committing a number of illicit acts ranging from police murder to 
gang killings and drug dealing. 7KHWHDFKHU¶VZRUGVVXJJHVWWKDWKe has a 
UDWKHUEODVpDWWLWXGHWRZDUGVWKHYLGHRJDPH¶VYLROHQWFRQWHQWHYHQWRWKH
extent that he has normalized SXSLOV¶engagement with fiction that 
encourages them to imagine acts of violence. However, when he realized 
that the game also allowed its players to engage with fictional sexual content, 
red flags were raised and his disapproval of the game became more vocal.   
  This quote highlights a larger point that will be explored within this 
thesis: not all fictional behaviors are evaluated equally. From a purely 
consequentialist point of view, it is puzzling that this schoolteacher evaluates 
the appropriateness of fictional violence and sex to different degrees.  After 
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all, acts that are performed in video games are all equal in the sense that 
they are make believe and do not result in any actual harm. So then why is it 
that this school teacher has such a cavalier attitude towards the fictional 
violence, framing it as entirely normal and appropriate, while being so 
condemnable of the sexual content? 
Unsurprisingly, the acceptance of violent video games is widespread 
and it goes well beyond this one school teacher. The general popularity of 
violent video games is demonstrated by their sheer abundance and massive 
popularity. Generally speaking, a survey of the video gaming habits of 
American adolescents suggested that 97% of American young adults play 
video games, 31% of them play games on a daily basis, and 50% of the 
sample played games that had violent content (Lenhart, et al.,2008). Video 
game play is similarly prevalent amongst adults (Lenhart, Jones, & Macgill, 
2008) and their popularity is further highlighted via their financial success in 
that they typically outsell their non-violent counterparts, and that video 
gamers rate them as being more enjoyable to play (Greitemeyer & Mügge, 
2014).  
Violent video games are both popular and in high demand, but all of 
this is not to say that they are accepted with open arms. Much empirical work 
has demonstrated how violent video game play is associated with an 
increase in aggressive cognitions, attitudes, and behaviors (Bensley & Van 
Enwyk, 2001; Greitemeyer & Mügge, 2014). For instance, the previously 
mentioned Grand Theft Auto series are often times condemned for allowing 
people to virtually engage in a wide variety of criminal activities that range 
from car theft, to dealing drugs, and to killing innocent people on the street. 
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Some games even take violence to an extreme and make gruesome and 
exploitive brutality a selling point. For instance, games such as Manhunt 2, 
Postal 2, Reservoir Dogs, and No More Heroes have been criticized for 
containing grotesque torture, dismemberment, and other forms of sadistic 
and over-the-top violence (Young & Whitty, 2011).  
Amidst all of the controversy that surrounds video games, the 
circumstances that surround the 2005 PC version of Grand Theft Auto: San 
Andreas are unique. This game contained senseless violence and criminality 
that are trademarks of the Grand Theft Auto franchise, but they were not the 
reason that Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas was, after release, re-rated to 
1RUWK$PHULFD¶VPRVWVWULFWYLGHRJDPHUDWLQJRIA for Adults Only and 
withdrawn from the shelves of most major retail stores. Rather, this scandal 
was caused by an in-game mini-game that was deleted by the developers 
before release but then dXJRXWRIWKHJDPH¶VFRGHE\WKHYLGHRJDPH
FRPPXQLW\'XEEHGWKH³KRWFRIIHHPRGLILFDWLRQ´WKHRULJLQDOYHUVLRQRIWKLV
mini-game1 allowed players to control their character to engage in fully 
clothed, poorly animated, and entirely consensual sex. 
As with the quote that opened this chapter, the anecdote of the hot 
coffee modification serves to highlight a larger point; that there seems to be a 
discrepancy in the extent to which different types of fictional acts are 
condemned. More specifically, fictional sex seems to be judged more harshly 
than fictional violence. This is a relatively unexplored phenomenon within the 
                                                          
1 The hot coffee modification was itself heavily modified by the gaming community after its initial 
discovery and through downloads, players were eventually able to engage in acts that were much 
ŵŽƌĞĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚƚŚĂƚƚŚĞĚĞǀĞůŽƉĞƌ ?ƐŝŶŝƚŝĂůŝŶƚĞŶƚ ? 
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psychological literature, but this evaluative asymmetry between fictional sex 
and violence has been commented on in a number of different contexts. For 
instance, this discrepancy has been raised a in legal proceeding in which a 
US Supreme Court justice, in support of restricting violent video game sales, 
commented on the notable double standard between depictions of violence 
and sex, arguing that it was ridiculous to prohibit adolescents access to 
depictions of nudity, but allow access to depictions of violence (Brown v. 
Entertainment Merchants Association, 2011). In a similar vein, Leone (2004) 
systematically analyzed film rating criteria and came to the conclusion that 
the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) is more restrictive 
towards the depiction of sex than of violence within films. As a consequence 
of these contents being weighted differently, concerns have been raised 
regarding the extent to which a standardized rating scheme can actually 
allow consumers and parents to know if a media product will actually be 
appropriate for the designated age range (Thompson & Yokota, 2004). 
Lastly, the evaluative discrepancy between fictional sex and violence has 
been commented on in ethical philosophy by Luck (2009), who presents 
several normative arguments on whether people should ethically abide by 
societ\¶s double standard that frames engagement with violent media as 
more appropriate than engagement with sexual media. 
This phenomenon will be labeled the fictive pass asymmetry because 
it seems that there is an evaluative asymmetry between the extent to which 
fictional depictions of violent versus sexual behaviors are morally 
permissible. The work that is presented in this thesis will, for the first time to 
my knowledge, offer systematic evidence of its existence and also 
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demonstrate the extent to which it is associated with moral judgments and 
emotions. As was mentioned earlier, when immoral behaviors occur in 
fictional contexts, it bears to reason that they will be evaluated less 
negatively than if they had occurred in the context of real life. In other words, 
ILFWLRQDOWUDQVJUHVVLRQVVKRXOGJHWD³SDVV´VRIDUDVPRUDOFRQGHPQDWLRQLV
concerned. However, as is made evident by the preceding discussion, there 
seems to be dissociation between the extent to which people are willing to 
tolerate fiction that is of a violent relative to a sexual nature.  
More specifically, the present research will compare real acts to 
fictional acts. It will be demonstrated how a pass is given to fiction that 
encourages people to imagine immoral acts that cause harm to other people 
despite the same acts being wrong when they occur in real life. By 
comparison, fiction that encourages its consumers to imagine acts that are 
not obviously harmful, but violate moral norms of purity by involving an 
abnormal and counter-normative use of the body, will be given less of a pass 
and their condemnation will be closer to that of their real life counterparts. 
In the moral psychology literature, harm code violations and purity 
code violations (Chakroff, Dungan, & Young, 2013; Graham, Nosek, Haidt, 
Iyer, Koleva, & Ditto, 2011; Rozin, et al., 1999; Russell, Piazza, & Giner-
Sorolla, 2013) are most closely analogous to violent and sexual acts, 
respectively. Harm code violations involve harm being caused to specific 
individuals that can be in the form of physical violence, verbal degradation, 
material deprivation, or any sort of behavior that infringes upon one¶s 
individual rights. Within the above literature, purity code violations have been 
variously defined as foul, disgust-evoking acts that can lead to literal infection 
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and contagion or symbolic corruption of one¶s soul or mind. The purity 
domain is a nebulous concept that will be discussed more thoroughly in 
chapter 2. For now, it will suffice to say that the work that is presented in this 
thesis will be taking the stance that purity code violations are most clearly 
defined as acts that violate bodily norms (Giner-Sorolla, Bosson, Caswell, & 
Hettinger, 2013; Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013). Acts that violate body norms 
may include, but are not limited to, strange sexual acts, counter-normative 
food consumption, or bizarre, but consensual, body-modifications like 
scarification or tongue splitting that many would see as an act of self-
defilement.  
To reiterate, the fictive pass asymmetry is interested in testing the 
extent to which the negative moral judgments and emotional reactions that 
are evoked from harm and purity code violations will carry over from real to 
fictional contexts. The most prominent literature that gives theoretical context 
to the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis is that which demonstrates how 
harm and purity code violations give rise to different types of moral 
condemnation. Most notably, the person-centered approach to moral 
judgments (Uhlmann, Pizarro, & Diermeier, 2015) argues that some kinds of 
acts are immoral in and of themselves while others serve as indicators of 
poor moral character. More specifically, Chakroff and Young (2015) 
demonstrated how on the one hand, people explain their condemnation of 
harm code violations with act-based explanations that highlight the 
wrongness of the act itself; while on the other hand, acts that violated purity 
norms were more strongly attributed to person-based explanations. That is to 
say, the wrongness of the behavior was seen as going beyond the act itself 
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to signal information about the moral character of the one who committed it. 
Regarding the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis, immoral acts that occur in 
fictional contexts do not cause any immediate harm and thus cannot be 
rationally condemned for their consequences. If, however, the fictional act is 
of an impure nature, it may still be condemned because of the extent to 
which it reveals information about the moral character of the one who chose 
to engage with the fiction.  
Also, critical to the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis are the moral 
emotions of anger and disgust. The boundaries between these emotions are 
not always clear and they regularly occur alongside one another (Russell, et 
al., 2013), but when they are distinct from one another, anger is more 
strongly associated with harm violations and disgust is more strongly 
associated with purity code violations. Anger is a flexible emotion that is most 
commonly evoked from perceptions of harmfulness such as physical 
aggression or injustice (Goldberg, Lerner, & Tetlock, 1999). Moreover, it is a 
flexible emotion that can be mitigated by the social context that surrounds 
the harmful act (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011a; 2011b). In contrast, disgust 
is most strongly evoked from violations of purity and it has been 
characterized as a stubborn and inflexible emotion that responds more 
strongly to appearances than to reason (Rozin, Millman, & Nemeroff, 1986; 
Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011b). Based on how these two emotions function 
in the context of real life, the work that is presented in this thesis aims to 
demonstrate how the elicitation of anger that is felt towards immoral acts 
should drop substantially between real and fictional contexts. In contrast to 
this, the amount of disgust that is evoked from immoral acts should be 
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relatively more equal between real and fictional contexts because of its 
inflexible nature.   
To summarize the hypotheses of this research, the fictive pass 
asymmetry hypothesis predicts that fictional acts of harm will be given a 
pass, meaning that they will evoke less moral condemnation and less 
negative emotion that their real-life counterpart. In contrast to this, purity 
code violations should be denied a pass regardless of the context in which 
they occur. The clearest expression of this would manifest as fictional purity 
code violations being subjected to just as much condemnation as their real-
life counterparts, but it is possible that a drop between these contexts will still 
be present. Regardless, this evaluative discrepancy between reality and 
fiction should be smaller for purity code violations than for harm code 
violations, in relative, if not absolute, terms.  
The research in this thesis will explore the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis over six experiments that test the effect of different fictional 
contexts on moral judgments and moral emotions towards acts that violate 
harm and purity norms. For each experiment, evaluations of real acts were 
compared to evaluations of the same acts when they occurred in fictional 
contexts such as in imagination, as something that was watched in a film, or 
as something that was performed in a video game. Seeing as the focus of 
this research was on the extent to which moral judgments and emotions 
would cross the line from reality to fiction, there were no specific hypotheses 
regarding the differences between the fictional contexts, and for all 
experiments, they were aggregated into a single level of fiction. Nonetheless, 
chapter 7 does contain meta-analyses of select experiments from this thesis 
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and one of these analyses explores the relative size of fictive pass effects 
between the specific fictional contexts. 
To give an overview of the chapters, the second and third chapters 
explore the literature that is most relevant to the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis. Chapter 2 will discuss various components of moral psychology 
as they relate to the fictive pass asymmetry. This includes the development 
and the validation of the moral foundations theory (Haidt & Joseph, 2004), a 
more specific discussion of the importance of the harm and purity domains 
and their relations to moral judgments, and the chapter will close with a 
discussion of an alternate perspective on moral domains (Gray, Schein, & 
Ward, 2014) and how this alternate framework can be addressed by the 
fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis. Chapter 3 contains a more 
comprehensive discussion of the emotions of anger and disgust. Firstly, it will 
be explained how these emotions are distinct from another at their core, but 
they also share many similarities, especially in a moral context. Secondly, 
WKHUHZLOOEHDUHYLHZRIGLVJXVW¶VVWDWXVDVDPRUDOHPRWLRQDQGLWZLll be 
described KRZGLVJXVW¶VUROHLQWKHPRUDOUHDOP, compared to anger, is most 
evident when it is felt in response to acts that violate bodily norms (Russell & 
Giner-Sorolla, 2013). Lastly, the varying flexibilities of anger and disgust will 
be explained in order to more clearly show how anger, as a flexible emotion, 
should show fictive pass asymmetry effects more clearly than disgust. 
Chapters 4 through 6 describe six experiments and a series of meta-
analyses that lend support to the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis by 
demonstrating the extent to which moral judgments and emotions cross the 
line from reality to fiction. Chapter 4 reports three experiments that were 
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initial tests of the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis. These three 
experiments show the systematic development of the methodology that 
allowed the effects of the asymmetry to most clearly present themselves. 
After the initial experiments succeeded in demonstrating the effects of the 
fictive pass asymmetry, those in chapter 5 will expand upon the experiments 
of the previous chapter in order to seek an explanation of the asymmetry. 
The two experiments that are reported in chapter 5 suggest that the 
asymmetry can be explained by the fact that purity code violations, more so 
than harm code violations, signal poor moral character. Chapter 6 firstly 
explores alternate explanations of the asymmetry by considering it in relation 
to a theoretical framework that challenges the distinctness of the moral 
domains (Grey et al., 2014). Secondly, chapter six presents the results of a 
series of meta-analyses that demonstrate the strength of the fictive pass 
asymmetry effects across the experiments. 
In closing, chapter 7 will conclude the thesis by first discussing the six 
experiments and the meta-analyses in their entirety. Secondly, it will be 
discussed how the results of these experiments shed light on moral theories 
of act and character and on anger and disgust research. Lastly, limitations 
will be discussed alongside further research ideas and it will be discussed 
how the results of these experiments can inform on the applied role that 
moral psychology can play in regards to media use and regulation. 
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CHAPTER 2  
 MORALITY AND MORAL CONDEMNATION 
 
This chapter will outline the psychological literature that has 
contributed towards the identification of distinct moral domains and explain 
the extent to which it has influenced the research that is presented in this 
thesis. First, the moral foundations theory (Graham et al., 2011) will be 
summarized. In addition to a discussion of the moral foundations theory 
itself, this section of the chapter will describe the theories and hypotheses 
that preceded the moral foundations theory, as well as more contemporary 
literature that offers it empirical support. Secondly, it will be explained how 
amongst the six moral domains of the moral foundations theory, the harm 
and purity domains are most directly relevant to the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis. Specifically, it will be discussed how immoral acts that violate 
harm or purity norms have been shown to result in unique types of moral 
condemnation. To my knowledge, however, these patterns have only ever 
been demonstrated in the context of real life. To conclude this chapter, it will 
be emphasized how the type of condemnation that is evoked from harm and 
purity code violations in the context of real life should be able to explain 
variability in moral condemnation across fictional contexts, or in other words, 
the predicted effects of the fictive pass asymmetry. 
Morality as conceptualized by the moral foundations theory 
 
Morality is a large and complex topic that can help to explain core 
aspects of human nature such as our attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. 
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Despite the expansive nature of morality, some believe that the breadth of 
the moral domain can be encapsulated with a single moral concern. For 
instance, Kohlberg (1971) argued that justice is the most essential element in 
understanding morality, and more recently harm concerns have been put 
forth as the foundation of all morality (Gray, Young, & Waytz, 2010). These 
individuals, referred to as monists by Graham et al. (2011), attempt to distil 
morality to a single domain. They argue that all moral concerns stem from 
one single facet of morality, but not surprisingly, they struggle to find 
consensus in regard to what exactly this single facet is. Instead, monists 
have put forth various arguments in which they promote the aspect of 
morality that they claim is most critical to our conceptualization of the moral 
world. 
On the other hand, there are pluralists (Graham et al., 2012) who are 
less willing to accept that morality can be reduced to a single basic element. 
Instead they argue that many facets work in conjunction with one another in 
order to foster our understanding of morality. At the forefront of the pluralist 
school of thought is the moral foundations theory (Graham, et al., 2012), 
which attempts to deliver a flexible model of morality that can account for a 
wide range of moral concerns without being confined by a single domain. 
&XUUHQWO\WKHPRUDOIRXQGDWLRQVWKHRU\LVDWWKHKHOPRISV\FKRORJ\¶V
conceptualization of morality, but the field did not always take a multifaceted 
approach to the moral world. As explained by Graham et al. (2011), the 
moral psychology literature used to be dominated by a monist school of 
though and the predominant belief was that various aspects of morality could 
be assessed, but morality itself was conceptualized as relatively more one 
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dimensional than our contemporary understanding would lead one to believe. 
As such, there were a variety of scales and measures to assess morally 
relevant traits and skills such as psychopathy (Levenson, Kiehl, & Fitzpatrick, 
1995), moral reasoning (Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 1999), and 
empathy (Davis, 1983). These scales may have been able to measure 
certain aspects of morality, but they all worked under the assumption that 
morality revolves solely around concerns about harming other people. This is 
not necessarily a controversial view ± it is still held by contemporary 
researchers (e.g. Gray et al., 2010) ± but it is largely derived from the work of 
Kohlberg (1971) and Gilligan (1982) whose theories argue that morality can 
be understood by the extent to how well individuals treat one another. 
$VSV\FKRORJ\¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIPRUDOLW\SURJUHVVHGKRZHYHU
additional domains were argued for. For instance, researchers pointed out 
that a harm-based morality was mostly studied in relation to the Western 
English speaking world and less so in other cultures (Shweder, Much, 
Mahapara, & Park, 1997) such as in India, where concerns of spiritual purity 
are also prominent. These purity concerns, it was later found, also resonated 
in the United States, especially in regards to consensual sexual acts such 
anal sex that are objectively harmless (Haidt & Hersh, 2001). In effect, this 
demonstrated how harm is not sufficient as a sole foundation of morality and 
that in order to get a more comprehensive understanding of the moral world, 
additional facets of morality needed to be explored.  
A frontrunner in establishing a more comprehensive taxonomy of 
PRUDOFRQFHUQVZDV6KZHGHUHWDO¶V³%LJ7KUHH´RIPRUDOLW\LQZKLFK
they proposed that moral concerns can be mapped onto three distinct 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            18 
 
morally relevant issues, or ethics, as the researchers called them: those of 
community, autonomy, and divinity. Community ethics were framed as moral 
obligations that one had to obey in order to uphold the social hierarchy of 
RQH¶VFRPPXQLW\)RULQVWDQFHWKHVHHWKLFVZRXOGEHYLRODWHGE\
disrespecting authority figures, failing to perform the duties that your family or 
social group expect of you, or acting in a way that is not in the best interest of 
RQH¶VJURXS6KZHGHUHW al. (1997) argued that autonomy ethics consist of 
SHRSOH¶VREOLJDWLRQWRUHVSHFWRWKHULndividuals¶ independence and basic 
ULJKWV7KHVHHWKLFVDUHYLRODWHGZKHQRQH¶VDFWLRQVLQIULQJHXSRQDQRWKHU¶V
autonomy by, for instance, cheating, stealing, lying, or causing physical 
KDUP/DVWO\GLYLQLW\HWKLFVDUHIUDPHGDVRQH¶VREOLJDWLRQWRXSKROGWKH
natural laws of the universe. These ethics may have religious overtones, 
although not necessarily, for while divinity ethics may be infringed upon by 
directly disrespecting God, they can also be violated by performing more 
generally impure and degrading acts that do not explicitly intend to violate 
religious tenets.  
,QVXEVHTXHQWUHVHDUFKSV\FKRORJ\¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHVHWKUHH
ethics was deepened when Rozin, Lowery, Imada, and Haidt (1999) 
proposed the CAD triad hypothesis. This framework drew specific links 
EHWZHHQ6KZHGHUDQGFROOHDJXHV¶PRUDOFRGHVRIFRPPXQLW\
autonomy, and divinity with the emotions of contempt, anger, and disgust, 
respectively. The relationship between these emotions and these moral 
codes will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter, so for now the 
focus will be strictly on moral domains. The emotions aside, however, the 
CAD triad was highly influential in shaping the literature on moral domains 
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and while it has been criticized (Hutcherson & Gross, 2011; Russell, et al., 
2013), it laid the groundwork for the development of the more comprehensive 
moral foundations theory.   
  The taxonomy of the moral realm was further developed by Haidt and 
Joseph (2004) who rebranded, and expanded upon, the three domains that 
were initially proposed by Shweder et al. (1997) and Rozin et al (1999). With 
the introduction of the moral foundations theory, Haidt and Joseph (2004) 
went beyond the existing categories in order to create a more 
comprehensive classification of moral values that they believed best 
HQFDSVXODWHSHRSOH¶VUHDFWLRQVWRLPPRUDOEHKDYLRU 
Using taste buds as an analogy to describe their initial iteration of the 
moral fouQGDWLRQVWKHRU\WKHUHVHDUFKHUVH[SODLQHGKRZGLIIHUHQWFXOWXUHV¶
tastes for food differ greatly, yet all gastronomic pleasures, regardless of 
cultural variants, are derived from innate and universal taste receptors (Haidt 
& Joseph, 2004; Haidt & Graham, 2007).  Similarly, cultures vary in the 
extent to which they weigh and understand moral intuitions and as such, one 
must always be wary of claiming universal truths about morality. Regardless, 
the moral foundations theory argues that there are five domains of morality 
that regularly reveal themselves around the world and have evolved 
alongside our respective cultures. Haidt and Graham (2007) list and explain 
the five domains; harm/care, fairness/reciprocity, ingroup/loyalty, 
authority/respect, and purity/sanctity.  
1) The harm/care foundation roughly parallels the autonomy 
ethics of the CAD Triad Hypothesis (Rozin et al., 1999) in that it 
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is based in a desire to minimize harm towards other individuals. 
The authors write that the average person has an aversion to 
harm and cruelty and as such, we praise those that care for 
others and condemn those that cause harm. 
2) The fairness/reciprocity foundation also shares similarities 
ZLWKWKH&$'7ULDG+\SRWKHVLV¶DXWRQRP\HWKLFVLQWKDWWKHVH
concerns are triggered by the perception of cheating and 
unfairness.  
3) The ingroup/loyalty foundation LVUHODWHGWRKXPDQ¶VORQJ
history as social animals and it serves to regulate virtues such 
as patriotism and loyalty. It expands upon the CAD Triad 
+\SRWKHVLV¶HWKLFVRf community by considering the horizontal 
QDWXUHRIRQH¶VVRFLDOREOLJDWLRQV 
4) The authority/respect foundation is derived from our history of 
living in societies with hierarchically structured ingroups. It 
expands upon the community ethics of the CAD Triad 
Hypothesis by emphasizing the vertical nature of society by 
incorporating ideals such as leadership, authority, and respect.  
5) The purity/sanctity foundation most closely resembles the 
divinity ethics of the CAD Triad Hypothesis in that it was shaped 
by concerns of disgust and contamination. Like its predecessor, 
this foundation does not presume religious beliefs; this 
foundation is nonetheless of a spiritual nature in that it promotes 
living a morally clean life. Critically, this requires that one does 
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not involve RQH¶V body in immoral or contaminating activities 
(Giner-Sorolla, et al., 2012; Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013). 
A large body of work has been dedicated to validating these 
domains, demonstrating the broad application of the moral foundations 
theory, and the extent to which the foundations are associated with 
various social and political factors. In terms of political orientation, 
United States liberals and conservatives differ in the extent to which 
they endorse the different moral foundations. Liberals, more so than 
conservatives, are more concerned about issues that relate to the 
foundations of harm and fairness whereas conservatives, relative to 
liberals, are more concerned about issues that relate to the foundations 
of ingroup, authority, and purity (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009, 
Experiment 2). The Moral Foundations can also inform personality 
psychology, as demonstrated by Koleva, Selterman, Iyer, Ditto, and 
*UDKDPZKRIRXQGWKDWLQGLYLGXDOV¶DWWDFKPHQWVW\OHVFDQ
predict variance in their endorsement of different moral foundations. 
For instance, participants with high attachment anxiety, relative to those 
with low attachment anxiety, were more concerned with issues relating 
to harm and unfairness. As indicated by these examples, the potential 
uses of the moral foundations theory are broad and far reaching. 
Perusing its website (moralfoundations.org) reveals a tremendous array 
of publications that demonstrate how the moral foundations theory can 
inform on issues ranging from domestic abuse (Vecina, 2014), to sports 
IDQGRP:LQHJDUG	'HDQHUDQGHYHQSHRSOH¶VPRWLYDWLRQWR
adapt an ecologically friendly lifestyle (Kidwell, Farmer, & Hardesty 
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(2013). The most apparent application of the foundations is, however, 
furtheULQJWKHXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIKRZRQH¶VPRUDOLQWXLWLRQVUHODWHWR
various socio-cultural ideologies. Clearly, there is a wide breadth of 
applications across all six foundations. Nonetheless, it is important to 
isolate and discuss two specific foundations that are most directly 
relevant to the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis. 
The Moral Domains of Harm and Purity 
 
Of the five domains of the moral foundations theory, the domains of 
harm/care and purity/sanctity (harm and purity for the sake of concision and 
to be in line with much of the existing literature) are the most directly relevant 
to the research that is presented in this thesis. A fair amount of recent 
research ± beyond that which has validated and explored the applications of 
the Moral Foundations Theory (e.g. Graham et al., 2009; 2011) ± has 
focused more directly on demonstrating that harm and purity code violations 
are unique moral domains that are associated with specific types of 
behaviors and result in different types of evaluations. 
It should be reiterated how acts that violate the harm domain may 
include physical acts of violence, material deprivation, or verbal abuse. Most 
critical is that these harm violations are perceived as resulting in specific 
negative outcomes for other people. Acts that violate the purity domain are 
most prominently acts that violate bodily moral norms (Giner-Sorolla, et al., 
2013; Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013). Purity violations may include sexual 
acts that are seen as wrong and immoral regardless of consent (e.g. 
consensual incest), food consumption that violates religious laws, or acts of 
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bodily modification such as scarification or bizarre piercings that are seen as 
a defilement of the self. Furthermore, harm and purity code violations are 
most strongly associated with the moral emotions of anger and disgust, 
respectively. These emotions, however, and their links with these moral 
codes will be discussed more thoroughly in the next chapter that will focus 
specifically on emotions. 
A number of experiments have been dedicated to specifically 
exploring the harm and purity domains in order to understand the types of 
acts that evoke these concerns and how people evaluate such behaviors. 
These experiments give theoretical context to the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis by identifying unique ways in which harmful and impure acts are 
evaluated. First consider the research that displays the relative malleability of 
these two different types of violations. Evaluations of harm violations are 
flexible and thus susceptible to rationalization, justification, and social context 
(Gutierrez & Giner-Sorolla, 2007). Physical violence, for instance, may be 
seen as immoral until it is revealed that it was an act of self-defense. 
Similarly, theft is generally wrong, but less so when out of economic 
necessity or when the one being stolen from is unfairly hoarding resources. It 
is difficult, however, to similarly justify violations of purity. As Haidt (2001) 
described in his paper, an incestuous relationship is seen as wrong, 
regardless of the extent to which it is framed in a positive light. Evaluations of 
purity code violations are, by their very nature, associative, unreasoned, and 
thus highly resilient to mitigating circumstances (Giner-Sorolla, 2012; Russell 
& Giner-Sorolla, 2013). Consequently, even when a purity violation is entirely 
consensual and free of all harm, it will still evoke intuitively negative gut 
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reactions even when people are unable to elaborate on the reason for their 
condemnation (Haidt, Bjorklund, & Murphy, 2000; Haidt, Koller, & Dias, 1993; 
Uhlmann & Zhu, 2013). 
Moreover, researchers have begun to identify an act-character divide 
in moral judgments of harmful versus impure acts (Pizarro, Tannenbaum, & 
Uhlmann, 2012; Tannenbaum, Uhlmann, & Diermeier, 2011; Uhlmann, Zhu, 
& Diermeier, 2014).  To contextualize the literature that has established 
WKHVHGLVVRFLDWLRQVEHWZHHQWKHIRFXVRIRQH¶VPRUDOFRQGHPQDWLRQ
consider the public perceptions of Michael Vick, an NFL quarterback. In 
2007, Vick was accused of hosting, funding, and organizing an interstate dog 
fighting league. After these repugnant activities came to light he was greatly 
vilified, and journalist Roland Martin (Martin, 2007 as cited by Uhlmann, et 
al., FODLPHGWKDW9LFN¶VSXEOLFLPDJHZRXOGKDYHEHHQOHVVWDUQLVhed if 
he had instead been accused of beating his girlfriend or even murdering 
another human being. Rationally, it is odd that one would be condemned 
more for harming an animal over another human being, but this anecdote 
highlights a larger point: some acts are bad in and of themselves but others 
PD\UHYHDOXQVDYRU\LQIRUPDWLRQDERXWRQH¶VFKDUDFWHU 
In an initial exploration of this phenomenon, Tannenbaum et al. (2011, 
Experiment 1a and Experiment 1b) demonstrated how certain types of acts 
prompt character-based evaluations over and above the condemnation of the 
act itself. Violence towards a human was seen as more immoral than 
violence towards a pet cat, but violence towards the cat was seen as a signal 
that one lacks empathy and thus served to signal substantial deficits in the 
RIIHQGHU¶VPRUDOFKDUDFWHU,QWKHLUILQDOH[SHULPHQW7DQQHQEDXPHWDO
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(2011, Experiment 2) generalized these findings by showing how a similar 
asymmetry can form even in the absence of physical harm. In the task that 
was presented as part of the experiment, participants opted to hire an 
extremely well paid CEO over an equally qualified candidate who would cost 
the company less money. The lesser paid, but equally qualified candidate 
did, however, request that he was given the frivolous perk of having a self-
portrait engraved in his desk. In addition to not being hired, participants 
reported that the second candidate had less integrity than the former, 
suggesting that ± as with the findings involving violence towards the pet cat ± 
strange behaviors that lack any sensible consequential end may stem from 
untrustworthy or sadistic character traits.  
,WLVRIFRXUVHDFNQRZOHGJHGWKDW7DQQHQEDXPDQGFROOHDJXHV¶
experiment does not directly inform on the differences between harm and 
purity code violations. Instead, it explores the evaluative consequences of 
harmful (both physical and financial) acts versus ones that are relatively less 
harmful, but substantially more bizarre.  An objectively harmless purity code 
YLRODWLRQVXFKDV+DLGW¶V01) example of consensual sibling incest can 
also fit this criterion of an act that is harmless but bizarre. It is, therefore, 
reasonable to predict that a harmless act of impurity, relative to a more 
prototypically harmful act, would evoke more character than act-based 
condemnation. 
Before a discussion along this line of thought continues, it is important 
to have a brief digression to discuss moral dumbfounding (Haidt, et al., 2000, 
Haidt, 2001). The principles of moral dumbfounding heavily influenced some 
RIWKHUHVHDUFKWKDWIROORZHG7DQQHQEDXPHWDO¶VH[SHULPHQWDQG
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helped to draw a distinction between act and character-based judgments via 
WKHJXWIHHOLQJRI³ZURQJQHVV´WKDWLVPRUDOGXPEIRXQGLQJ 
The psychological phenomenon of moral dumbfounding plays an 
important role in understanding why impure acts, specifically those that are 
objectively harmless, are still subjected to moral condemnation. To study 
moral dumbfounding, researchers have typically presented participants with 
scenarios that depict harmless, but impure acts. These may include acts 
such as having sex with a dead chicken carcass (Uhlmann & Zhu, 2013) or 
engaging in consensual sibling incest (Haidt, Björkland, & Murphy 2000). In 
the descriptions of these acts, researchers make a deliberate effort to 
highlight the entirely harm-free nature of these acts (i.e. safe, private, no 
psychological trauma or long term damage). No matter the lengths that 
researchers go to while crafting these vignettes, participants are still inclined 
to judge the behaviors that they describe as morally wrong. Despite 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶FRQGHPQDWLRQKRZHYHUWKH\VWUXJJOHWRSURYLGHHODERUDWH
justifications for their judgments and they instead rely on trivial reasoning; 
condemning the act for the simple fact that it is wrong, or justifying their 
condemnation based on the fact that makes them feel disgusted.  
Indeed, research on moral dumbfounding (Haidt et al., 1993; Haidt et 
al., 2000; Uhlmann & Zhu, 2013) suggests that all one needs in order to 
condemn impure behaviors are the tautological reasons of basic judgments 
alongside the emotional reactions of disgust. This perspective on morality, 
known as the social intuitionist account of moral judgments (Haidt et al., 
2000), argues that judgments are based largely on gut reactions, and that 
reasoning serves primarily to construct post-hoc rationalizations of these 
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UHDFWLRQV7KHHPRWLRQRIGLVJXVWLVDFULWLFDODVSHFWRISHRSOH¶VLQWXLWLYH
reactions to impure behavior (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011a), but the role of 
this emotion will be discussed more in the next chapter. 
To continue, the previously discussed principles of moral 
dumbfounding will now be used to further illustrate the divide in act and 
character-based moral judgments that was demonstrated by Tannenbaum et 
al., (2011). This notion was initially proposed by Uhlmann and Zhu (2013), 
who argued that moral dumbfounding could be better understood if it were 
examined in relation to the act-person distinction in moral condemnation. 
Across their experiments, their general procedure involved presenting 
participants with a description of a man committing either a harmless purity 
code violation or a blatant act of harm. Further randomization then asked 
SDUWLFLSDQWVWRPDNHMXGJPHQWVDERXWWKHPDLQFKDUDFWHU¶VDFWLWVHOf or about 
his moral character and the extent to which they could confidently explain 
their condemnation. The results indicated that participants became morally 
dumbfounded when they were asked to provide act-based explanations for 
their condemnation of harmless purity violations. By contrast, when 
participants were asked to provide character-based explanations of their 
condemnation of these acts, they were relatively less morally dumbfounded. 
The authors argue that this is because impure acts offer a goldmine of 
LQIRUPDWLRQUHJDUGLQJWKHVWDWHRIRQH¶VFKDUDFWHUOHDYLQJSDUWLFLSDQWVZLWKD
clear understanding of their condemnation. 
Continuing this line of thought, Chakroff and Young (2015) offered a 
more explicit comparison between harm and purity code violations by 
demonstrating an act versus character-based attributional asymmetry 
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between these two types of acts. In their experiments, they presented 
participants with acts that violated harm norms (described as various acts of 
physical violence) and purity norms (described as acts such as incest or 
handling fecal matter). The results indicated that impure acts, more so than 
harmful acts, were attributed to character-based explanations rather than 
act-based explanations. By contrast, participants more strongly endorsed 
act-based explanations for harmful acts, despite the fact that they perceived 
both types of acts to be equal in moral wrongness. Effectively, this series of 
experiments offered more concrete evidence that impure acts, relative to 
harmful acts, are more indicative of bad character. 
 
The Importance of Moral Character 
 
Moral character, as will be demonstrated in chapter 6, is a critical part 
of the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis. Goodwin, Piazza, and Rozin 
(2014) write that moral character consiVWVRIWKHPRUDOGLPHQVLRQRIRQH¶V
personality and that it is an important element in understanding other people 
and navigating the social world. The ability to intuit the state of another 
SHUVRQ¶VPRUDOFKDUDFWHULVDYDOXDEOHVRFLDOVNLOOWRKDYHEHFDXVe it allows 
one to gauge the extent to which another individual will be either helpful and 
cooperative or harmful and antisocial (Abele & Wojciszke, 2007; Hogan, 
1973). More generally, moral character is a key process that underlies the 
impression that we initially form of other individuals (Wojciszke, Bazinska, & 
Jaworski, 1998). In spite of the important role that moral character plays in 
SHRSOH¶VGDLO\OLYHV*RRGZLQDQGFROOHDJXHVFODLPWKDWPRVW
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research on the topic is fundamentally flawed because character is conflated 
with other dimensions of personality, and thus it frequently suffers from poor 
measurement.  
For instance, in an early model of person perception, Rosenberg, 
Nelson, and Vivekananthan (1968) instructed participants to sort a vast 
number of personality traits based on the dimensions of good-bad, hard-soft, 
and active-passive. Ultimately, the traits were fitted onto two axes that 
categorized them based on the extent to which they were perceived as good 
versus bad and social versus intellectual. While many of the traits on these 
dimensions were not necessarily related to morality (i.e. skillful, squeamish, 
popular) many of them were (i.e. honesty, warmth, sincerity), yet these traits 
WKDWVHHPVWRFDSWXUHDVSHFWVRIRQH¶VPRUDOFKDUDFter were amalgamated 
into axes that may have inappropriately framed character as a homogeneous 
construct. 
This mindset has been fairly evident throughout some of the more 
recent literature. Perhaps the most well-known successor of Rosenberg et 
DO¶V dual axis model is the more contemporary stereotype content 
model (Cuddy, Fiske, & Glick, 2008). This model posits person perception 
and evaluation as being composed of the two independent traits of warmth 
and competence, and moral character is placed on the axis of warmth. As 
with its predecessor, this homogenization of character prevents researchers 
from fully understanding the extent to which it may be a multifaceted 
construct and stems future research from exploring the specific traits that it 
may be comprised of.  
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Take, for instance, the aforementioned literature that has attempted to 
distinguish between act and character-based moral judgments (i.e. Pizarro, 
et al., 2012; Tannenbaum, et al., 2011; Uhlmann, Zhu, & Diermeier, 2014). 
Despite successfully differentiating between these two types of moral 
judgments, the experiments presented in these papers assessed character in 
a general, and perhaps oversimplified, way. For instance, Uhlmann and Zhu 
(2014, Experiment 2a) explored the extent to which harmful versus harmless-
but-impure acts would elicit greater levels of act or character-based 
condemnation by randomly presenting participants with a scenario of a man 
stealing food or a man eating a dead dog that had been killed by a car. Act 
and character condemnation were measured with single Likert-type items 
WKDWDVNHG³,VWKLVPRUDOO\ZURQJ"´DQG³'RHVWKLVSHUVRQKDYHSRRUPRUDO
FKDUDFWHU"´6LPLODUO\&KDNURIIHWDO(2013, Experiment 1) assessed the 
moral character of an individual described in a vignette with a Likert-type 
LWHPWKDWDVNHG³+RZLPPRUDOLV6WHYH"´ 
Despite the evident shortcomings of amalgamating the components of 
moral character, the research that is presented in this thesis does, more 
often than not, follow the lead of the most prominent research in the field. As 
such, the construct of character has been measured in a way that is less 
comprehensive and complex than what is recommended by Goodwin et al., 
&KDSWHU¶V([SHULPHQWGRHVKRZHYHUPRUHGLUHFWO\DFFRXQWIRU
the advice of Goodwin and colleagues by acknowledging that moral 
character is not a homogenous construct and the measures more thoroughly 
account for its multi-component nature. 
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In sum, there are distinct differences between the moral codes of 
harm and purity and the extent to which they elicit act-based or character-
based condemnation. Evaluations of harm code violations, to a lesser extent 
than purity code violations, are susceptible to contextual factors (Gutierrez & 
Giner-6RUROODDQGRIIHUOHVVLQIRUPDWLRQDERXWRQH¶VPRUDOFKDUDFWHU
(Uhlmann & Zhu, 2013; Chakroff & Young, 2015). In relation to the fictive 
pass asymmetry hypothesis, acts that are engaged within a fictional context 
do not cause any clear harm to specific individuals. They may, however, 
UHYHDOLQIRUPDWLRQDERXWWKHVWDWXVRIRQH¶VPRUDOFKDUDFWHUDQGLWLVHYHQ
possible that they are seen as corruptive forces that have the ability to turn 
one into an immoral person. In the context of real life, acts that harm other 
people (i.e. harm code violations) have obvious consequences and may, 
therefore, be condemned more than immoral acts that do not cause harm 
(i.e. objectively harmless impurities). To experience either of these acts in 
fiction, however, demonstrates that one toys with the idea of committing 
morally blameworthy or antisocial acts. Due to its lack of consequences, 
experiencing the act in fiction should result in negligible act-based 
judgments. The character-based judgments should, however, be relatively 
more similar between real and fictional contexts, because in fiction the lack 
of consequences means that the act itself cannot be justifiably condemned, 
thus leaving moral character as the scapegoat. 
From the preceding discussion, it has hopefully been made clear that 
the research in this thesis has built its foundation on the notion that harmful 
and impure acts form distinct moral domains. The distinctness of this 
partition is not, however, a point of view that is entirely agreed upon in the 
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moral psychology literature and some researchers instead argue for a lack of 
distinctness between harm and purity, taking the stance that they are one 
and the same.  
An Alternate Perspective on the Harm ± Purity Distinction 
 
 This alternate view on these two different immoral acts describes both 
harm and purity code violations, even purity violations that are objectively 
harmless, as involving harm, only to different targets (Gray, et al., 2014). In 
line with the moral foundations theory, Gray et al., (2014) agree that acts that 
YLRODWHWKHFRPPRQO\FDOOHG³KDUP´GRPDLQLQYROYHLQMXU\WRVSHFLILFRWKHUV
Contrary to the moral foundations theory, however, Gray and colleagues 
argue that acts typically classified as violatLQJWKH³SXULW\´GRPDLQDOVRFDXVH
harm, just to non-VSHFLILFHQWLWLHVVXFKDVVRFLHW\*RGPHPRU\RURQH¶V
spirit. 
It is argued that the distinction between harm and purity code 
violations as described in the moral foundations theory does not accurately 
GHVFULEHDOD\SHUVRQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRULQWHUSUHWDWLRQRILPPRUDOEHKDYLRU
Harm is perceived in seemingly innocuous violations of purity because 
individuals have a need to complete a template of morality (Gray & Wegner, 
2010; Gray, Waytz, & Young, 2012; Gray, et al., 2014; Schein & Gray, 2016). 
According to Gray, Young, and Waytz (2012), an LQGLYLGXDO¶VPRUDOWHPSODWH
is dyadic in nature and in order for one to understand and interpret 
immorality, such acts require both a victim and a perpetrator.  In the absence 
RIDFOHDUYLFWLPKRZHYHU*UD\DQGFROOHDJXHVDUJXHWKDWRQH¶VPLQGZLOO
intuitively infer the presence of a victim ± and in turn perceive an act of harm 
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± LQRUGHUWRVXFFHVVIXOO\VDWLVI\RQH¶VG\DGLFWHPSODWHRIPRUDOLW\,QHIIHFW
this process makes it so that wrong acts are perceived as harmful and vice 
versa (Schein & Gray, 2016), thus allowing individuals to infer that all 
immoral acts are harmful to some extent because if they do not cause 
specific harm to another person, then they harm an abstract entity such as 
God or the natural order of things.  
This stance of a strictly harm-based morality works in opposition to the 
fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis, which ± as with much other research ± 
focuses on harmless but abnormal acts that are seen as immoral, which can 
be defined as objectively harmless purity code violations or, perhaps, as 
harm towards unspecified entities. Experiment 6, which is presented in 
chapter 6, will attempt to address and resolve this conflicting framework by 
testing whether the predicted fictive pass asymmetry also occurs between 
acts that do, versus do not, cause harm to specific entities. However, 
throughout the majority of this thesis, and in line with much of the existing 
literature on moral violations, immoral acts that directly harm other people 
and immoral acts that evoke disgust and involve the body yet do not harm 




In closing, the recent literature on moral psychology has developed 
taxonomy of moral domains. Most recently, the moral foundations theory 
(Graham et al., 2012) puts forth the notion that there are six domains of 
morality than can help researchers explain and understand the origins and 
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HYROXWLRQRISHRSOH¶VPRUDOUHDVRQLQJ2IWKHVHVL[GRPDLQVWKRVHRIKDUP
and purity will be explicitly explored in the work that is presented in this 
thesis. These two domains will be used to demonstrate the hypothesized 
effects of the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis, which predicts that fictitious 
harm that is directed towards other people will be subjected to less moral 
condemnation than the same act of harm that is committed in the context of 
real life. In contrast to this, fictitious purity code violations should be denied a 
pass because unlike harm, impurities are condemned because they are 
more strongly associated with person-based attributions. When an act of 
harm is committed in the context of real life, it will be condemned because of 
the extent to which it is perceived as being harmful to other people. In fiction, 
where there is no one to harm, this condemnation should effectively 
dissipate. In fiction, however, both types of acts suggest that one has 
engaged with ideas of committing moral transgressions and this should lead 
to more equivalent evaluations of negative character.
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CHAPTER 3  
 ANGER AND DISGUST 
 
The current chapter will present a discussion of the moral emotions of 
anger and disgust. Intuitively, one would most likely say that these emotions 
are distinct in that they are elicited from different stimuli or situations and that 
they are accompanied by unique subjective feelings. A substantial body of 
literature does, however, suggest that this is not always the case. Anger and 
disgust can be used synonymously with one another and they can even be 
confused with one another. This is especially true when these emotions are 
being expressed towards moral transgressions. When they are distinct from 
one another, however, the extent to which these emotions are experienced 
towards the enactment of fictional code violations should provide additional 
evidence for the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis.   
The self-conscious and other-condemning moral emotions 
 
The last chapter raised, but did not thoroughly discuss, how the social 
intuitionist model of emotion proposes that moral judgments are primarily 
driven by gut feelings and that rationalization and reasoning occur post-hoc 
LQRUGHUWRMXVWLI\RQH¶VLQWXLWLve reaction to the morally relevant behavior 
(Haidt, 2001). Haidt (2001) argues that these gut feelings are driven by moral 
emotions, or emotions that functionally motivate and encourage moral 
behavior and decision making (Giner-Sorolla, 2012; Haidt, 2001; 2003). As 
VDLGE\7DQJQH\6WXHZLJDQG0DVKHN³PRUDOHPRWLRQVSURYLGHWKH
motivational force ± the power and energy ± to do good and to avoid doing 
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EDG´S0RUDOHPRWLRQVFDQEHEURDGO\GLYLGHGLQWRWZRFOXVWHUVWKH
self-conscious emotions such as shame, guilt, and embarrassment and the 
other-condemning emotions such as anger, disgust, and contempt (Tangney 
et al., 2007).  
 Both the self-conscious and other-condemning emotions play a large 
UROHLQSHRSOH¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIPRUDOLW\2IWKHVHWZRFOXVWHUVRIHPRWLRQV
however, the self-conscious emotions were not included as part of the 
research that is presented in this thesis. Similarly, contempt, despite its 
status as an other-condemning emotion, was also excluded from this 
research in favor of focusing most directly on anger and disgust. Although 
contempt was not directly examined in this research, it does not deserve to 
be entirely disregarded because it still shares close ties with anger and 
GLVJXVWDVLQGLFDWHGE\WKHQDPHRI5R]LQHWDO¶V&$'FRQWHPSW
anger, and disgust) triad hypothesis. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
Rozin and colleagues (1999) established links between these three emotions 
and the moral codes that they categorized as community (e.g. disrespecting 
the social hierarchy), autonomy (e.g. physical harm), and divinity (e.g. 
counter-normative sexuality). This chapter will primarily focus on contrasting 
DQGFRPSDULQJDQJHUDQGGLVJXVWEXWEHFDXVHRIFRQWHPSW¶VWLHVWRWKHVH
other emotions it will be briefly discussed at this stage. 
 Contempt is a challenging emotion for emotion researchers, 
especially those who focus on the other-condemning emotions. One way in 
which it has proven to be challenging is in the fact that it shares similarities 
with both anger and disgust, suggesting that it might be, in a sense, a 
combination of these emotions. For instance, contempt is similar to anger in 
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that it can involve blame, verbal degradation, and even anger itself (Fischer 
& Roseman, 2007). At the same time, however, it has been demonstrated 
how contempt can be more akin to disgust in that its result action tendencies 
FDQDOVREH³FROG´LQWKDWWKH\PD\include rejection, avoidance, and social 
exclusion (Fischer & Roseman; 2007; Roseman, Wiest, & Schwartz, 1994). 
Of course, these consequences of contempt only scratch the surface of an 
emotion that is fraught with theoretical and methodological challenges (see 
Fischer & Giner-Sorolla, 2016). These challenges do, however, demonstrate 
why the emotion of contempt has been excluded from the present research 
in the sake of focusing on the relatively more clearly defined emotions of 
anger and disgust. These two emotions are highly relevant to the research 
that is presented in this thesis and their similarities, differences, and their 
relevance to the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis will now be discussed in 
more detail. 
The similarities and differences of anger and disgust 
 
The emotions of anger and disgust have received a lot of attention in 
UHFHQWSV\FKRORJLFDOUHVHDUFK)URPDOD\SHUVRQ¶VSHUVSHFWLYHRQHZRXOG
assume that people know what these words mean and what these emotions 
feel like. Moreover, one would assume that these emotions are used in 
different contexts and that they are distinct from one another. In support of 
this intuitive perspective on these emotions, experimental work has reliably 
demonstrated that these emotions are accompanied by distinct and 
recognizable facial expressions, behavioral outcomes, and physiological 
responses. To illustrate these three primary differences, Eckman (1992; 
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1999) argued that anger and disgust, owing to their unique facial 
expressions, are two of the six basic emotions ± although they both involve a 
raised upper lip and are thus confused for one another more consistently 
than the other basic emotions (Giner-Sorolla, 2012). Secondly, Roseman, 
Wiest, and Swartz (1994), asked participants to recall life experiences that 
were associated with strong emotional reactions and they found that the 
emotions of anger and disgust were associated with different action 
tendencies. Disgust was associated with withdrawal tendencies whereas 
anger was associated with more hostile and approach oriented action 
tendencies (also see Gutierrez and Giner-Sorolla (2007, Experiment 2). 
/DVWO\IURPDSK\VLRORJLFDOVWDQGSRLQWDQJHUFDXVHVRQH¶VKHDUWWRUDFHEXW
GLVJXVWFDXVHVRQH¶VKHDUWUDWHWRVORZGRZQ/HYHQVRQ	(NPDQ 
To recap, a portion of the literature on anger and disgust has reliably 
demonstrated that anger and disgust are distinct and unique emotions that 
vary in a number of substantial ways and possess many unique features. In 
spite of these differences, however, it is not uncommon for them to be 
uttered in the same breath, and even used interchangeably. Giner-Sorolla 
(2012) illustrates this linguistic similarity by sharing a number of amusing 
instances in which irate politicians, bloggers, and popular Twitter accounts 
have expressed the extreme nature of their disapproval by saying how they 
are both angry and disgusted simultaneously. Indeed, empirical approaches 
have also examined similarities between these two emotions. Such 
experiments have demonstrated that in spite of the clear differences between 
these emotions, anger and disgust, as well as a number of their synonyms 
(i.e. rage, revulsion) were shown to have clear semantic links (Shaver, 
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6FKZDUW].LUVRQ	2¶&RQQRU6LPLODUO\5XVVHOODQG)HKU
discuss how emotion words, especially those for anger, are a nebulous and 
fuzzy concept. Through a variety of methodologies across seven 
experiments the authors highlight a substantial overlap between the 
language of anger and disgust (amongst other emotions). For instance, 
participants in Experiment 5 indicated that disgust was a fair substitute for 
anger and in Experiment 7, 69% of participants went so far as to categorize 
disgust as a subcategory of anger (Russell & Fehr, 1994). 
In sum, a large body of literature indicates that anger and disgust are 
distinct emotions that have unique facial expressions, physiological 
responses, and action tendencies. Challenging this, however, is another 
body of work that emphasizes the similarities, especially the linguistic 
similarities between these two emotion words.  
In light of this confusion, it is important to understand the root of these 
conflicts and to establish a clear way in which these two emotions can be 
peeled apart. To assist in this disambiguation, Giner-Sorolla (2012) suggests 
that one engages in a thought experiment in which one is the lone inhabitant 
of a desert island because in the absence of other people and when one is 
focusing strictly on survival, the differences between anger and disgust are 
most evident. Anger would be directed towards things that block goals such 
as strong winds that blow down your shelter, a monkey that steals your food 
supply, or the vines that are unable to hold together your makeshift raft. The 
elicitation of disgust, on the other hand, would be exclusively related to 
biological concerns of infection or contamination. For instance, disgust would 
be evoked from things such as rotten meat and bodily waste. To elaborate 
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on the way in which disgust is elicited on this island, consider the extent to 
which we are surrounded by pathogens and the extent to which we are 
motivated to avoid them. Pathogens are absolutely everywhere, and across 
the species a wide variety of strategies have been adapted in order to help 
avoid infectious substances, potential pathogens, and other sources of 
contamination. Elephants, for instance, create makeshift flyswatters out of 
small leafy branches in order to keep at bay flies that could be carrying blood 
borne pathogens (Hart, 2011) and similarly, cattle reduce the risk of intestinal 
parasites by avoiding grass that is adjacent to their droppings (Dohi, 
Yamada, & Entsu, 1991). For humans, our most prominent method of 
disease avoidance is the emotion of disgust. The type of disgust that 
functions as a disease avoidance mechanism, and is brought on by potential 
sources of contamination, is referred to as core disgust (Curtis & Biran, 2001; 
Oaten, Stevenson, & Case, 2009). When comparing anger to core disgust, 
the differences are quite clear, and this disparity is made most clear when 
you contextualize these emotions in an environment, like the desert island, 
that is both non-social and non-moral. 
Disgust as a moral emotion 
 
The boundaries between anger and disgust do, however, become 
hazy when other people are introduced into the equation and these emotions 
take on a socio-moral component (Haidt, 2003). To illustrate this similarity, 
imagine a small business owner who embezzles money, gets caught, and 
consequently causes his employees to lose their livelihoods. A common 
reaction to this news might be saying that the business owner and his 
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actions are disgusting, despite the fact that they were physically sanitary and 
not at all related to pathogen concerns. It is just as likely, however, that 
people would report feeling DQJU\EHFDXVHWKHEXVLQHVVRZQHU¶VJUHHG
caused innocent employees to lose their jobs. Effectively, in a socio-moral 
context, anger and disgust can fill a similar role and disgust can be used as 
DQDQJHUV\QRQ\PWRVWUHQJWKHQWKHH[SUHVVLRQRIRQH¶VPRUDOdisapproval 
(Gutierrez, Giner-Sorolla, Vasiljevic, 2012). This unique aspect of disgust can 
be explained by the evolutionary term of exaptation, a process that allows 
adaptive traits to maintain their original purposes of avoiding physical 
contaminants while simultaneously serving more contemporary, and in this 
case social purposes, such as avoiding moral impurities. 
This notion that moral disgust is an extension of pathogen concerns 
can be traced back to the research of Rozin, and colleagues (1986) who 
demonstrated that the elicitation of both physical disgust and moral disgust 
follows the irrational principles of sympathetic magic, a branch of mysticism 
that is based of imitation and contact. For example, one of their experiments 
demonstrated that when a dead and thoroughly sterilized cockroach was put 
into a glass of juice, participants were no longer interested in drinking the 
juice. Granted, this finding is entirely unsurprising, but more surprising is that 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶GLVLQWHUHVWVSUHDGWRDQHQWLUHO\ different cup of that same type 
of juice. On one hand, this demonstrates the unwavering effectiveness of 
disgust as a pathogen avoidance mechanism. On the other hand, and more 
critical to the discussion on moral disgust, was another experimental 
condition WKDWGHPRQVWUDWHGVLPLODUSULQFLSOHVRI³FRQWDJLRQ´ZKHQ
participants showed an unwillingness to wear a laundered shirt that allegedly 
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belonged to someone they disliked. This is interesting because unlike in the 
cockroach example, there were no traces of pathogen disgust whatsoever, 
indicating that the unpleasantness of the shirt must have stemmed from the 
character of its purported owner, suggesting that the avoidant action 
tendencies that are inspired by physically disgusting objects can also be 
prompted by morally impure individuals. 
Four positions on moral disgust 
 
This above example demonstrates the contagious aspects of moral 
disgust, but it does little to actually disambiguate anger and disgust in a 
moral context and showcase them as distinct emotions. Russell & Giner-
Sorolla (2013) discuss four different stances that describe the specific role 
that disgust, relative to anger, plays in a moral context. The authors classify 
these four positions as the general morality position, the purity position, the 
metaphorical use position, and finally they propose the bodily norm position. 
The general morality position argues that there is a general link 
between the emotion of disgust and moral condemnation. For instance, 
experiments have induced disgust in participants to demonstrate how it will 
enhance moral condemnation. One such experiment hypnotized participants 
to feel quick pangs of physical disgust when they read a target word. In the 
second half of the experiment, participants read and evaluated a series of 
vignettes, some of which contained the trigger word. These vignettes 
described a variety of immoral behaviors that ranged from sexual taboos and 
impure food consumption to cheating and bribery. For the hypnotized 
participants, the vignettes that contained their trigger word were condemned 
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more than those that did not contain the trigger word (Wheatley & Haidt, 
2005). Similarly, it has also been shown that if disgust is orally induced 
through drinking foul tasting drinks, it will enhance more condemnation 
relative to a control group (Eskine, Kacinik, & Prinz, 2011).  
Further to this, Hutcherson and Gross (2011) showed how a variety of 
socio-moral violations such as cheating, dishonesty, and embezzlement 
serve as disgust elicitors. Even more generally, Rozin, Haidt, and McCauley 
(1993, as cited in Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013) asked North American and 
Japanese participants to list disgusting things and they came up with a list 
that covered a variety of sexual and non-sexual violations, thus 
demonstrating a general link between disgust and immoral activity that is not 
necessarily restricted to specific types of behaviors. 
In the main, the general morality position succeeds in demonstrating a 
clear link between disgust and immorality. This position, and the literature 
that supports it do not, however, successfully account for the possibility that 
DQJHUPRUHVRWKDQGLVJXVWLVUHVSRQVLEOHIRUSDUWLFLSDQWV¶FRQGHPQDWLRQ. 
This is especially true in regards to the socio-moral violations that do not 
contain any elements of physical disgust. Thus, Russell and Giner-Sorolla 
(2013) describe the purity position, and offer a more specific definition of 
moral disgust in an attempt to disambiguate it from anger. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, the CAD triad hypothesis and its 
successor the moral foundations theory (Rozin al., 1999; Haidt & Graham, 
2007), mapped moral concerns onto various moral domains and these two 
models gave way to a more precise definition of moral disgust. Specifically, 
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these models demonstrated how disgust was most specifically evoked from 
behaviors that were described as being impure. It was argued that these 
disgusting acts, described as divinity violations by the CAD triad hypothesis 
and subsequently as purity violations by the moral foundations theory, were 
VHHQDVEHKDYLRUVWKDWFRQWDPLQDWHGRQH¶VPHQWDOSK\VLFDORUVSLULWXDO
purity.  
For instance, Rozin and colleagues (1999) demonstrated a difference 
in the extent to which impure acts versus social-moral acts evoked different 
levels of emotion. Impure acts such as biting into an apple that has a worm 
inside it, touching a dead body, or eating rotten meat, all evoked more 
disgust than anger. On the other hand, socio-moral violations such as 
jumping the queue, stealing money from a blind persRQRUEHDWLQJRQH¶V
spouse, were all found to be associated more strongly with anger than with 
disgust. This experiment demonstrates how disgust is the most prominent 
emotional reaction to acts that are of a specifically impure nature, compared 
to the socio-moral violations that primarily evoke anger. Further to this, it has 
also been shown that feelings of disgust, but not anger, heighten the levels 
of moral condemnation that are directed towards impure acts (Horberg, 
Oveis, Keltner, Cohen, 2009).  
The literature has shown that purity code violations are linked to 
disgust, to a greater degree than they are linked to anger. In spite of this, it is 
not satisfactory to claim that impurity is the sole element that separates these 
two emotions; often times, purity concerns are conflated with the bodily 
aspects of disgust. For example, consider the impure acts that were 
presented by Rozin et al., (1999) such as eating a worm or touching a dead 
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body. These acts are impure, but they also involve people using their bodies 
in an abnormal fashion. Consequently, it is unclear whether anger and 
disgust are most distinct when someone acts in a way that is impure, or 
when someone uses their body in a counter-normative way, 
  Russell & Giner-Sorolla (2013) discuss how this ambiguity is 
problematic considering that purity code violations, by definition, are not 
predicated on the immoral use of the body, but rather on principles of living a 
clean life in which one is pure of body, but also of mind and spirit. 
Nonetheless, much of the literature on purity code violations seems to ignore 
these latter facets of purity and instead focuses on its bodily aspect. As a 
result, it is not entirely clear if behaviors can be impure, contaminating, and 
disgusting, all without actually involYLQJRQH¶VERG\$GPLWWHGO\WKHUHVHDUFK
that is presented in this thesis does not attempt to fill this notable gap in the 
moral disgust literature. Instead, the principles of the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis are based on the bodily-norm position of moral disgust (Russell & 
Giner-Sorolla, 2013); a position that will be discussed in more detail after a 
brief summary of the metaphorical use position. 
Many of the most fundamental facets of the metaphorical use position 
have been discussed earlier in this chapter. For instance, it was described 
how in the moral realm, anger and disgust are semantically linked ± at least 
in the English language -- when they are being directed towards socio-moral 
violations such as stealing, cheating, or racism and it is not uncommon for 
them to be used interchangeably (Shaver et al., 1987).  
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As a result of this overlap some researchers are of the opinion that, so 
far as morals are concerned, common disgust language theoretically 
encompasses both anger and disgust. For example, Nabi (2002) asked an 
undergraduate sample to recall and write about a time that they felt 
GLVJXVWHGUHYROWHG³JURVVHGRXW´RUDQJU\$TXDOLWDWLYHDQDO\VLVRI
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHVVXJJHVWHGWKDWWKHLUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHWHUP
disgust closely reflected the theoretical definition of anger in that the words 
³GLVJXVW´DQG³GLVJXVWHG´ZHUHXVHGWRGHVFULEHLQIULQJHPHQWVRQSHRSOH¶V
DXWRQRP\VXFKDVGLVSDULW\FKHDWLQJDQGGLVUHVSHFW7KHWHUP³JURVVHG
RXW´E\FRQWUDVWZDVPRVWO\XVHGWRGHVFULEHWKLngs that would elicit core-
disgust such as blood, vomit, and feces. Clearly, socio-moral violations do 
HYRNHERWKGLVJXVWDQGDQJHUWRVRPHH[WHQW1DEL¶VH[SHULPHQWGLG
not, however, directly account for the relative amount of disgust and anger 
that can be evoked by socio-moral acts versus immoral acts that involve 
RQH¶VERG\ 
This comparison between socio-PRUDODFWVDQGDFWVWKDWLQYROYHRQH¶V
body was explicitly examined by Gutierrez, et al. (2012) who sought to 
examine the extent to which disgust measures, separate from anger 
measures, would vary according to the type of moral violations being 
described. A further innovation of Gutierrez and colleagues (2012) is that 
they attempted to resolve the semantic uncertainty between anger and 
disgust by measuring the two emotions with both standard word-item 
measures as well as facial expression agreement measures. By doing so, 
they expected that participants would be able to more effectively report their 
emotional reactions to the different manipulations, or at least inconsistencies 
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in participant endorsements of facial versus word-item measures would 
become apparent in order to inform on the role of anger and disgust in 
different moral contexts. 
Their results indicated that when socio-moral harm was caused, but 
WKHERG\ZDVQRWXVHGLQDQLPPRUDOZD\SDUWLFLSDQWV¶XVHRIGLVJXVW
language was largely predicted by their use of anger words, and to a lesser 
degree by their endorsement of disgust faces. In contrast, when participants 
read vignettes in which no harm was caused, but bodily moral norms were 
violated, the use of disgust language was equally predicted by both anger 
words and disgust faces, thus suggesting that while participants may use 
disgust language across both types of acts, their endorsement of disgust 
faces was more present in the bodily moral condition. By demonstrating the 
extent to which these two types of acts were associated with the facial 
expression of disgust, the researchers were not confined by the semantic 
similarities of anger and disgust. As a result, they were able to successfully 
GHPRQVWUDWHWKDWZKHQDQDFWLQYROYHVRQH¶VERG\LQDQLPPRUDOZD\WKH
disgust that people feel is not just an anger synonym, it is a distinct emotion. 
$VLQGLFDWHGE\*XWLHUUH]HWDO¶VH[SHULPHQWWKHNH\HOHPHQWRIWKLV
distinction lies in rules that govern norms regarding the use of our bodies, 
which leads to the final position on moral disgust that was proposed by 
Russell and Giner-Sorolla (2013), the bodily norm position. 
The three aforementioned positions on moral disgust all fail, to a 
certain extent, to clearly demonstrate the role that disgust plays in a moral 
context. The general morality position argues that disgust does play a role in 
morality, but it lacks specificity and does not consider the well documented 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            48 
 
co-activation of anger and disgust (e.g. Gutierrez et al., 2012; Shaver et al., 
1987). The metaphorical use position argues that this co-activation of anger 
and disgust is entirely responsible for the role that disgust plays in the moral 
realm. According to this position, the disgust language that people use when 
condemning immoral behaviors is nothing more than a by-product of anger, 
which supporters of this position argue to be the most relevant other-
condemning moral emotion (Nabi, 2002). Thirdly, the purity position comes 
close to hitting the mark in that it argues that moral disgust is triggered in 
UHVSRQVHWRDFWVWKDWDUHVHHQDVFRQWDPLQDWLQJRQH¶VVRXOERG\RUPLQG
(e.g. Rozin et al., 1999). This position does, however, fall short of offering a 
satisfactory definition of moral disgust because while the link between bodily 
impurity and disgust has been thoroughly demonstrated (Russell & Giner-
Sorolla, 2013), it has not been satisfactorily shown if the non-bodily aspects 
of purity (i.e. spiritual and mental purity) can evoke disgust in and of 
themselves.  
In an attempt to resolve this inconsistency in the purity position, and to 
more generally establish a distinction between acts that evoke both disgust 
and anger, Russell & Giner-Sorolla (2013) proposed moral disgust is, most 
specifically, evoked from acts that violate bodily norms. Moreover, violations 
of bodily norms should allow for the most notable distinction between anger 
and disgust to present themselves. For when these emotions co-occur, as 
they would when an act is both harmful and a violation of bodily norms (i.e. 
bestiality or sexual abuse), their levels should vary independently of one 
another because the disgust would be primarily evoked from bodily-norm 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            49 
 
violation rather than simply being used as a metaphor to express anger at 
the co-RFFXUULQJYLRODWLRQRIDQRWKHU¶VULJKWV 
The malleability of anger and the rigidity of disgust 
 
The ability of these emotions to co-occur, yet vary independently, has 
been demonstrated in a number of experiments (Gutierrez et al., 2012; 
Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011b, 2011c) and it highlights a critical difference 
between the emotions of anger and moral disgust that gives them further 
distinction: their respective flexibilities. At first glance, disgust may seem to 
be a flexible emotion considering that it has a large array of elicitors that 
ranges from all types of foul stimuli to all sorts of immoral behaviors. In truth, 
however, it seems that the elicitation of disgust is instead inflexible, even 
irrational, and not easily swayed by contextual information.  
An earlier demonstration of the inflexibility of core disgust was shown 
by the previously mentioned experiment of Rozin et al., (1986). Rozin and 
colleagues demonstrated how participants were disgusted by juice that had 
come into contact with a disinfected cockroach but that the disgust was 
spread more generally, and clearly irrationally, to a fresh serving of the juice 
that was poured into a new glass. Similar irrationality has also been shown in 
undergraduate participants that were asked to evaluate products in a 
shopping cart. The researchers placed objects that were of a disgusting 
nature (although entirely sanitary) in close proximity to a variety of target 
products that ranged from cookies to notebooks. It was found that the 
presence of the disgust-eliciting products lowered participant evaluations of 
the other products in the shopping cart. What is more, direct contact of the 
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WZRSURGXFWVHQKDQFHGSDUWLFLSDQWV¶ negative ratings, but negative 
evaluations occurred even in the absence of direct contact (Morales & 
Fitzsimons, 2007). These two examples demonstrate how disgust reactions 
are inflexible and even categorical. Once something has been branded as 
disgusting, or has been associated with something disgusting, it is very 
GLIILFXOWWRFKDQJHRQH¶VRSLQLRQRILW7KLVLVQRWKRZHYHUWKHFDVHIRU
anger, which has been shown to be a more flexible emotion that can be 
mitigated by contextual information and subjected to reappraisal (Russell & 
Giner-Sorolla 2011c). 
For instance, imagine a young boy who decides to prank his father by 
placing fake vomit on the floor for his dad to find in the morning. When the 
father wakes up and finds the vomit on the floor of the kitchen, he may be 
physically disgusted by the object and angry at the dog, who he assumed 
made such a terrible mess. When he realizes that the vomit is made out of 
rubber, however, the anger would dissipate and he may even start to laugh. 
The disgust, on the other hand, would most likely persist to some degree and 
he would feel a twinge in his stomach when he picked up the fake vomit.   
Considerations such as these have led to the conclusion that disgust 
is an object-based emotion that is acquired through associative learning 
rather than through appraisals (Giner-Sorolla, 2012; Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 
2013). If disgust followed the typical pattern set by appraisal theories of 
emotion then the disgust that is felt towards fake vomit should disappear 
when we realize that it is not the foul contaminant that it was initially thought 
WREH6LPLODUO\5R]LQHWDO¶VSDUWLFLSDQWVVKRXOGQRWKDYHUHMHFWHGD
new serving of juice in a clean and cockroach-free glass. It seems, however, 
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that the disgust evoked from these objects is deeply ingrained. It is not 
entirely clear when humans develop their disgust responses, but people 
seems to have a concrete dislike of certain tastes from infancy (Cowart, 
1981), and by roughly five years of age people have more fully developed 
their association between disgust and its classic core elicitors such as blood 
and bodily waste (Stevenson, Oaten, Case, Repacholi, & Wagland, 2010). 
Indeed, it seems that people learn to associate certain objects with disgust 
and once these cognitions have been established, these items are tainted in 
our eyes and seeing them will unequivocally generate disgust even if we are 
aware of it being an irrational reaction to a sanitary object. 
The inflexibility of disgust does not, however, apply only to core 
disgust for its stubborn nature has also revealed itself in the moral realm. 
Most notable, Russell and Giner-Sorolla (2011c) explored the extent to which 
DQJHUYHUVXVGLVJXVWZRXOGEHUHVSRQVLEOHIRUFKDQJHVLQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
condemnation towards various immoral acts. Participants were randomly 
presented with vignettes that described a man committing moral violations 
that were intended to arouse anger or disgust. For instance, a harm code 
violation described a man kicking a dog whereas a bodily-norm violation 
described a man eating a dead dog. Participants reported the extent to which 
the behaviors were morally wrong, the amount of anger and disgust that they 
felt towards the vignettes, and critically, they were asked to consider, and list, 
various circumstances that would change their evaluations of the described 
act. Lastly, participants were given an opportunity to reevaluate the behavior 
in light of the changes that they envisaged. The results indicated that anger, 
but not disgust, responded to particLSDQWV¶ reevaluations of the scenarios and 
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ZKDWLVPRUHDQ\FKDQJHLQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶PRUDOFRQGHPQDWLRQZDVSUHGLFWHG
by the change in anger but not by a change in disgust.  
In this experiment, Russel & Giner-Sorolla (2011c) gave participants 
the liberty of freely creating any mitigating circumstance that their 
imagination could muster. This personalization allowed anger ratings to drop, 
but the disgust they felt towards the bodily moral violations persisted. This 
emphasizes how the steadfast and inflexible nature of disgust does not only 
apply to physical disgust, but to moral disgust as well. It should, however, be 
noted that the varying flexibilities of these emotions have only ever been 
examined in the context of real life. In order to push the boundaries of their 
flexibilities, the research that is presented in this thesis will explore the extent 
to which the malleability of these emotions crosses the line from reality to 
fiction. When crossing the line from reality to fiction, anger should dissipate 
seeing as it is easily mitigated by situational factors. Disgust, by comparison, 
should remain relatively more stable between real and fictional contexts and 
this should be especially true when the act in question violates bodily moral 
norms.  
It has been discussed how anger and disgust differ in their flexibilities, 
but the notion that levels of anger and disgust may vary across fictional 
contexts is more specifically drawn from the extent to which these emotions 
are impacted by contextual information. A prime example of this was 
demonstrated by Goldberg, et al., (1999) who showed how the contexts that 
surround an unfair act of violence can have an effect on subsequent levels of 
condemnation. For example, the researchers¶ experiment presented 
participants with a video that showed a blatantly unfair act of harm -- a man 
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beating up a helpless teenager ± that successfully elicited anger from those 
who viewed it. This video clip was shown to all experimental groups, but 
between the groups, the experimenters manipulated the extent to which the 
violent offender got his comeuppance. Either the perpetrator was punished, 
avoided punishment, or there was no information regarding what happened 
WRWKHPDQ$IWHUZDUGVLQDQ³XQUHODWHGH[SHULPHQW´SDUWLFLSDQWVZHUH
presented with vignettes that described negligent and reckless behavior that 
caused unintentional harm. The authors found that the distribution of justice 
in the initial scenarios mitigated the extent to which the morally ambiguous 
acts in the second half of the experiment evoked anger and were subjected 
to moral condemnation. In a similar vein, when the initial acts went 
unpunished, subsequent levels of anger and condemnation were increased. 
These findings inform on the contextual nature of anger in two ways. Firstly, 
they emphasize the important role that justice appraisals play in the 
elicitation of anger. More generally, however, they demonstrate how anger 
towards, and the condemnation of, harmful acts is fickle, subject to change, 
and modified by the context in which it occurs. This later point is a critical 
element of the general hypothesis of the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis.  
Another facet of anger that highlights its contextual nature is the fact 
that the social context that surrounds a harmful transgression can influence 
the amount of anger that is elicited by the transgression. This was 
demonstrated by Fischer and Roseman (2007, Experiment 3) who instructed 
participants to imagine either a close friend or a stranger acting harmfully 
and irrationally towards an innocent stranger. When the aggressor was 
imagined as a friend, relative to a stranger, participants reported 
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experiencing high levels of anger as well as its approach oriented action 
tendencies in an attempt WRPRGLI\WKHIULHQG¶VEHKDYLRU 
These contextual elements of anger do not always need to be in 
regards to anger felt towards other people. Granted, as an other-condemning 
emotion (Rozin et al., 1999), anger is usually thought of in a dyadic or group-
based setting. Just as often, however, one can feel anger towards the self 
(Ellsworth & Tong, 2006) and when it is self-directed, anger can similarly be 
mitigated or alleviated by contextual factors (Hirsch, Webb, & Jeglic, 2012). 
 Contrary to the contextually VHQVLWLYHQDWXUHRIDQJHUGLVJXVW¶V
inflexible and object-based nature makes it so it is not mitigated by 
contextual factors. One experiment that demonstrates this phenomenon was 
conducted by Olatunji, Forsyth, & Cherian (2007) in which the researchers 
conditioned participants to associate words with images that were either 
neutral (i.e. office supplies) or graphic and disgusting (i.e. bodily mutilation). 
The graphic images evoked various negative emotions such as panic, fear, 
and disgust. Over time, however, the amount of fear and panic that 
participants felt in response to seeing the trigger words decreased. Levels of 
disgust, on the other hand, did not dissipate quite so easily.  
The previous example is more relevant to concerns of core disgust 
than moral disgust, but it has been demonstrated how bodily moral disgust is 
also resilient to contextual information. Consider an experiment by Gutierrez 
and Giner-Sorolla (2007) in which the researchers describe a scientist who 
invites friends over for dinner. In one condition, meant to evoke anger, the 
scientist secretly served her dinner guests a harmless memory-enhancing 
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powder. As expected, this violation of trust resulted in participants feeling 
mostly anger towards the scientist. In contrast, disgust was the most 
prominent reaction to another scenario in which the scientist instead served 
her dinner guests cloned steak, created from cells that she had extracted 
from her own body. A follow-up experiment expanded upon this story setting 
by adding further contextual elements such intentionality to the story (Russell 
& Giner-Sorolla, 2011a). Intentionality was manipulated by describing the 
powder or steak as being served as the result of a blameless mix-up or on 
purpose. In line with the non-contextual aspects of disgust, there was no 
HIIHFWRILQWHQWLRQDOLW\RQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶OHYHOVRIGLVJXVWZKHQWKHFORQHGVWHDN
was the dish being served. Participants were disgusted by the harmless 
cannibalism, regardless of whether or not the steak was served intentionally 
or by accident. 
 From an evolutionary point of view, having levels of core disgust be 
unaffected by contextual factors is an adaptive function that helps us remain 
healthy and disease free. After all, it is better to register a sanitary or non-
pathogenic item as disgusting and be wrong, than to run the risk of 
contamination (Oaten, et al., 7KLV³EHWWHUVDIHWKDQVRUU\´KHXULVWLFLV
useful in some regards, but it can backfire and result in the stigmatization 
and marginalization of people who, by no fault of their own, have abnormal 
morphologies such as amputations, or birthmarks (Park, Faulkner and 
Schaller 2003; Park, van Leeuwan, Chochorelou, 2013). It has, however, 
been suggested that these types of reactions may be inadvertent and that 
evaluations of these stigmatized populations may become relatively more 
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SRVLWLYHZKHQJLYHQHQRXJKWLPHIRUSHRSOH¶VUHDVRQWRRYHUUXOHWKHLUJXW
reaction (Pryor, Reeder, Yeadon, Hesson-McInnis, 2004).  
Conclusion 
 
  In closing, it is important to reiterate the fact that the emotions of 
anger and disgust share linguistic similarities, and often times these two 
HPRWLRQVDUHXWWHUHGLQWKHVDPHEUHDWKZKHQRQHLVH[SUHVVLQJRQH¶V
outrage. Sure enough, the linguistic similarities between these emotions 
have been empirically demonstrated (Shaver et al., 1987) and some have 
even put forth the notion that when these terms are expressed towards moral 
transgressions, disgust is merely a synonym for anger (Nabi, 2002). More 
contemporary research on this topic has attempted to dispel the supposed 
similarities between anger and moral disgust by arguing that the difference 
between them most clearly presents itself when the moral transgression in 
TXHVWLRQLQYROYHVDQDEQRUPDODQGLPPRUDOXVHRIRQH¶VERG\5XVVHll & 
Giner-Sorolla, 2013). Furthermore, critical differences between these two 
emotions are revealed when one considers the extent to which they are 
flexible and able to be mitigated by the contexts that surround them. Anger, 
more so than disgust, is a flexible emotion that is associated with harmful 
behavior (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011a; 2011b), whereas disgust is a less 
flexible emotion, resilient to contextual information, and typically evoked from 
impure acts; specifically those that involve an abnormal use of the body 
(Piazza, et al., 2013; Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013). Considering the extent 
to which these emotions can be effected by contextual information, the 
forthcoming experiments will demonstrate how anger, when it is directed 
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towards fictional relative to real behavior, should drop more than disgust 
does. In other words, when one engages with fiction that encourages its user 
to imagine harmful acts and impure acts, people should not feel very much 
anger towards this person, especially compared to the amount of anger that 
would be evoked from the act being committed in the context of real life. The 
diminishing anger should, therefore, leave disgust as the most prominent 
emotional reaction to the fictional behaviors, especially when it displays an 
act that violates bodily moral norms.
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CHAPTER 4  
AN INITIAL INVESTIGATION OF EVALUATIVE ASYMMETRIES ACROSS 
CONTEXTS  
 
 The following chapter reports three experiments that show the 
systematic development of methodology that established initial evidence of 
an evaluative discrepancy between different types of morally relevant acts 
across different contexts (i.e. the fictive pass asymmetry). The first 
experiment was the first investigation of the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis. As such, it did not specifically compare harm and purity code 
violations across contexts. Instead, Experiment 1 took a more general 
approach to the asymmetry by instead examining emotional reactions and 
moral judgments towards real versus fictional acts that were of a more 
general violent versus sexual nature.  
Of course, the specific predictions of the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis are based on comparisons of strictly harmful (harm to another 
person) versus impure (a violation of bodily moral norms) acts. This initial 
experiment, however, opted to conduct a more general exploration of the 
asymmetry by comparing acts that were either violent or sexual in nature, 
without focusing too directly on the specific moral norms that were being 
violated. This approach may have reduced experimental control, but it 
allowed for a better initial understanding of how people morally evaluate real 
versus fictional immoralities in a general sense.  
As discussed in the previous chapters, evidence suggests that the 
reactions to these behaviors should differ depending on the nature of the 
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described act and the context in which it occurs. Violent acts should primarily 
evoke harm concerns whereas sexual acts should primarily evoke purity 
concerns. As such, the violent acts, more so than the sexual acts, should be 
mitigated by the context in which they occur (Gutierrez & Giner-Sorolla, 
2007). Similarly, anger responds to contextual factors to a greater extent 
than disgust does (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011b). It was therefore 
predicted that violent acts would be relatively more acceptable in fictional 
contexts than in real life. Sexual acts, on the other hand, should show a less 
substantial reality to fiction drop in moral condemnation. Similarly, anger 
should show fictive pass asymmetry because of its more flexible nature 
whereas disgust should remain more constant across the different contexts. 
 Following this initial exploration of the fictive pass asymmetry, two 
more experiments will be presented that do away with the general 
categorization of violence versus sex and instead use the more theoretically 
valid classifications of harm versus purity code violations. By doing so, these 
experiments will demonstrate that fictive pass effects remain, and are even 
more pronounced, when the vignettes that describe the immoral behaviors 
draw a clear distinction between the moral codes of harm and purity. 
Together, these experiments will lend initial support to the fictive pass 
asymmetry hypothesis by demonstrating the role that contextual cues play in 
evoking varying degrees of emotion and moral condemnation. 
Participant recruitment 
 In the experiments that are presented in this chapter, and all 
VXEVHTXHQWFKDSWHUVSDUWLFLSDQWVZHUHUHFUXLWHGRQOLQHIURP$PD]RQ¶V
Mechanical Turk Service (https://mturk.com). Since this service was used to 
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collect data for all of the experiments presented in this thesis, the reliability 
and validity of Mechanical Turk (MTurk) as a means of participant 
recruitment will be briefly discussed before moving forward with presenting 
the first series of experiments.  
 MTurk is a crowdsourcing platform that allows individuals or 
organizations to recruit large numbers of people to complete tasks online. 
MTurk was not originally created as a means for scientists to gather data, but 
rather as a way for companies to outsource low skill and low effort tasks like 
date entry, transcription, or image identification that cannot be effectively 
done by computers. Eventually, researchers identified 07XUN¶VSRWHQWLDODVD
fast and cost effective tool of participant recruitment and by about 2010, it 
started seeing regular use in the social sciences (Paolacci, Chandler, & 
Ipeirotis, 2010). One may be duly skeptical towards a platform that can 
potentially recruit hundreds of participants in a few hours. Yet, replication 
studies have been conducted on MTurk and the results suggest that MTurk 
data is just as reliable as data from more traditional sources, such as an 
undergraduate population (Paolacci et al., 20100RUHRYHU07XUN¶VODUJH
user base is more representative of the USA population than an 
undergraduate participant pool is (Buhrmester, Kwang & Gosling, 2011), it 
allows data to be collected faster, and its cost effectiveness means that one 
can recruit large samples for high powered experiments, all without 
compromising data quality. There are potential downsides and 
consequences to using this service, and the extent to which these effected 
the data of these experiments will be considered in the general discussion. 
Nonetheless, MTurk is a reliable means of data collection and for the 
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previously discussed reasons, the experiments within this thesis will rely 
upon it as a means of participant recruitment.  
Experiment 1 
Experiment 1 compared anger, disgust, and moral judgments of act 
and character towards people who commit moral transgressions in real life 
versus those who consumed the same act through a form of media (watched 
in a film or performed in a video game). The emotions of anger and disgust 
were examined because their relative flexibilities (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 
2011b) should allow them, in conjunction with the moral judgments, to 
highlight the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry. The primary aim of this 
experiment was to identify significant Violation Type (violent vs sexual) x 
Context (real vs fiction) interactions that would indicate a larger evaluative 
discrepancy between reality and fiction for violent acts than for sexual acts. 
Method 
Participants 
The data of 431 USA residents (296 Male; Mage = 32.17: SDage = 
10.23) ZHUHFROOHFWHGIURP$PD]RQ¶V Mechanical Turk service. A total of 515 
participants were recruited, but 84 (16%) were excluded because they failed 
an attention checking question that asked them to report if the act they read 
about was committed in real life, watched in a film, or performed in a video 
game. 
Design 
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This experiment employed a 2 (type of offense: violent vs sexual) x 3 
(context of violation: reality; watched in a film; performed in a video game) 
between-subjects design. Participants were presented with a single scenario 
that described an act of violence or an abnormal sexual act that was further 
randomized to be presented as occurring in real-life, as watched in a film, or 
as performed in a video game. There were no specific hypotheses regarding 
the differences between the two fictional contexts, so all of the fictional 
contexts were collapsed into a single level of fiction. Consequently, the data 
was analyzed as 2 (type of offense: violent vs sexual) x 2 (context of 
violation: reality vs fiction) experiment.  
Materials 
In designing this experiment, multiple vignettes were created to 
portray both the violent and sexual acts. The violent vignettes described one 
person committing direct harm to another and the sexual vignettes described 
bizarre sexual acts.  
These vignettes can be found in their entirety in the supplementary 
materials A but examples from each subcategory can be found below. The 
below examples are all set in the context of real-life, but one can readily 
understand how the wording was manipulated to present these acts as 
something that the main character watched in a film or performed in a video 
game. 
Violent Vignettes 
Peter likes to attack elderly people with a device that will 
cause their pacemakers to malfunction. 
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Marshal intentionally ran over a pedestrian at a street 
crossing. He heard a loud crunch and squishing sounds as 
the man went under the tires. 
Sexual Vignettes 
Tom is 57 and only finds 16-year old girls attractive. He 
ZRQ
WVOHHSZLWKDQ\RQHXQGHUDVKHNQRZVLW¶VLOOHJDOEXW
he will find girls as young as possible to have sexual 
relations with. 
Clark is a frotteur. This means that he goes into crowded 
public places like subway stations and buses and attempts 
to rub his erection against unsuspecting victims. 
To measure condemnation, self-report measures assessed the extent 
to which the acts described in the vignettes evoked negative emotions and 
were morally condemnable. To address the typically strong correlation 
between anger and disgust, these emotions were measured with both word 
item measures and facial expression agreement measures (as 
recommended by Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011b). Word items asked 
participants how much the scenario evoked the target emotion (i.e. disgust 
and anger) and two synonyms of each emotion (furious, outraged; sickened, 
revolted) on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (entirely). Facial expression 
agreement measures presented participants with two separate sets, each of 
three pictures, that displayed female faces that were expressing the target 
emotion at full intensity (Beaupré, Cheung, & Hess, 2000). Each set of faces 
was labelled with their respective emotion and participants reported how 
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much the scenario made them feel like the displayed emotion on a scale 
from 1 (not at all) to 7 (entirely) (see Figure 1). As discussed in chapter 3, the 
emotions of anger and disgust share many similarities, especially in a moral 
context. This method of measurement should allow participants to 
differentiate between them and reduce the covariance that tends to arise 
from the semantic similarities between moral disgust and anger (Russell & 
Giner-Sorolla, 2011b; Shaver et al., 1987).  
 
Figure 1. Facial expression agreement measures of anger and disgust. From 
Beaupré, et al., (2000). 
To measure moral judgments, two scales assess two critical facets of 
moral condemnation: act-based and character-based judgments (Chakroff & 
Young, 2015). Three items measured the moral wrongness of the main 
DJHQW¶VDFWLRQV+RZPRUDOLV>$JHQW¶V@EHKDYLRU"; +RZZURQJLV>$JHQW¶V@
behavior?; HoZULJKWLV>$JHQW¶V@EHKDYLRU"Į DQGWKUHHLWHPVIRFXVHG
RQWKHPRUDOVWDWXVRIWKHDJHQW¶VFKDUDFWHUDo you think that Agent is 
mainly a good or mainly a bad person?; How trustworthy is [Agent]?; Do you 
think that [Agent] has good moral standards?Į $OOLWHPVZHUHFRGHG
so that higher numbers equaled more condemnation. It was acknowledged in 
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chapter 2 that simple measures of character such as these may undermine 
its multi-faceted nature (Goodwin et al., 2014). This issue will be addressed 
LQFKDSWHU¶V([SHULPHQW 
Table 1.  
Correlations, means, and standard deviations of all dependent variables, 
Experiment 1. All correlations are statistically significant at p < .001. 
 1. 2. 3. 4. 
1. Anger     
2. Disgust 0.86    
3. Act-based Judgments 0.63 0.71   
4. Character-based 
Judgments 0.61 0.64 0.82  
Mean 3.78 4.36 5.12 5.02 
SD 1.98 1.96 1.58 1.32 
Results 
The anger and disgust scales (r = .86, p < .001) and the moral 
wrongness and moral character scales (r = .82, p < .001) were both highly 
correlated. To address this, two composite items were created. The emotion 
items formed the new moral outrage item and the moral judgment items 
became the new moral condemnation item. These new items had correlation 
that was still very strong, but it was somewhat weaker (r = 0.70, p < .001) 
than the original composites and thus these new composite items were 
analyzed separately. 
For the main analysis, a series of 2 (type of act: violent vs sexual) x 2 
(context of violation: reality vs fiction) univariate ANOVAs were conducted to 
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test for fictive pass asymmetry effects across the dependent variables. 
These analyses were primarily seeking significant Type x Context 
interactions which would indicate that the evaluative drop from reality to 
fiction was greater for violent acts than it was for sexual acts. 
Across the two dependent variables (moral outrage, moral 
condemnation), significant Type x Context interactions supported the fictive 
pass asymmetry hypothesis by indicating that fictional acts of violence are 
significantly more acceptable than the same acts that occur in the context of 
real-life (Figure 2). By contrast, this evaluative discrepancy was relatively 
smaller when comparing evaluations of real versus fictional sexual acts. In 
other words, to consume violent fiction is less immoral and evokes less 
negative emotions than acting violently in real-life. This reality to fiction drop 
is, however, significantly smaller when the fiction in question was of a sexual 
nature.  That being said, this difference is relative and not absolute. Simple 
effects for moral condemnation indicate that the reality to fiction drop is 
significant for both violent acts, F(1, 427) = 91.50, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .18, and 
sexual acts, F(1, 427) = 26.92, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06. For moral outrage, a 
similar pattern emerged for violent acts, F(1, 417) = 85.52, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .17 
and sexual acts, F(1, 427) = 17.28, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .04 . An absolute 
difference between these different types of acts would be the strongest 
expression of the predicted fictive pass asymmetry effect. Nonetheless, the 
overall hypotheses are supported in that a relative lenience towards fictional 
violence, but not sex, has been identified, indicated by the main interaction 
effects as well as HDFKVLPSOHHIIHFW¶VSDUWLDOHWDVTXDUHG, 
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Contrasts Dependent Variable     Type Main Effect      Context Main Effect        Interaction Effect 







F(1, 427) = 0.06, 
 p = .81, Ʉ୮ଶ = .000 F(1, 427) = 110. 75,  p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .21 F(1, 427) = 11.68,  p = .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 
  Moral Outrage F(1, 427) = 0.59, 
 p = .44, Ʉ୮ଶ = .001 F(1, 427) = 91.90,  p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .18 F(1, 427) = 15.15,  p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 
Figure 2. Moral condemnation (average of moral wrongness and moral character) and moral outrage (average of anger and 
disgust) across all type of acts and contexts, Experiment 1. Means, 95% confidence intervals, and simple effects are presented in 











Violence Sexual Violence Sexual
Moral Condemnation Moral Outrage
Reality
Fiction
p < .001 p < .001 p < .001 p < .001 
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Discussion 
The results of Experiment 1 have lent initial support to the fictive pass 
asymmetry hypothesis by showing a discrepancy in the extent to which acts 
that are of a violent nature or a sexual nature are condemned across 
different contexts. More specifically, significant interactions indicated that the 
evaluative discrepancy between real and fictional acts of violence were 
significantly larger than the gap between real and fictional sexual acts.  
Experiment 1 tested the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis with 
manipulations that were generally categorized as behaviors that were either 
violent or sexual in nature. Due to this broad classification, a number of these 
acts varied in the extent to which they were grotesque, consensual, bizarre, 
and intentional. On the one hand, this experiment demonstrated fictive pass 
asymmetry effects across a diverse number of facets that are relevant to 
moral condemnation but on the other hand, this variety resulted in a lack 
experimental control. 
For instance, one violent act described a doctor who preferred to 
euthanize his patients over giving them proper treatment while another 
described a man who shot another person with a shotgun. Both these acts 
can be broadly categorized as violent and while this highlights the breadth of 
behaviors that may demonstrate fictive pass asymmetry effects, certain 
details of these manipulations make them differ from one another in ways 
that are potentially problematic. The act involving the shotgun, for instance, 
elicits concerns of core disgust by evoking imagery of blood and gore, 
whereas the vignette involving the doctor does not contain any elicitors of 
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physical disgust, but describes a typically high status member of society 
breaking the trust that patients give them. In a similar vein, one of the sexual 
vignettes described a frotteur who sexually assaults people without consent, 
while another sexual vignette described an older man who sought sexual 
relationship with barely legal teenage girls, but it was explicitly stated that the 
relationship between them was consensual.  
In effect, the content of the violent and the sexual vignettes blurred the 
lines of their most closely related moral codes of harm and purity (as 
discussed in chapter 2), and this may explain why there were such strong 
correlations between the dependent variables. Nonetheless, fictive pass 
asymmetry effects emerged as expected which may be a testament to the 
validity of the hypothesis. Nonetheless, when moving forward it is important 
to refine the manipulations by examining the fictive pass asymmetry in line 
within the confines of the established literature on the moral domains (i.e. 
Graham, et al., 2011; Rozin, et al., 1999).  
Experiment 2, therefore, utilized a new batch of vignettes. Rather than 
vaguely focusing on violence versus sex as manipulations, the content of 
([SHULPHQW¶VYLJQHWWHVDELGHGE\WKHHVWDEOLVKHGPRUDOFRGHVDQGVWURYH
for greater parallelism across these moral domains.  
Experiment 2 
Experiment 1 lent initial support to the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis by showing that fictional acts of violence, compared to fictional 
sex, were relatively more acceptable than their real life counterparts. There 
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are, however, a number of points that need to be addressed regarding the 
nature of the stimuli that were used in the first experiment.  
Firstly, the intentional use of the broad categories of violence and sex 
did not fully acknowledge, and even went so far as to confound, harm and 
purity code violations as they are defined by the leading moral psychology 
theorists (Graham, et al., 2012; Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013). This is an 
issue that needs to be addressed because even though the wide breadth of 
Experiment 1 had its advantages, the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis 
makes specific predictions about the nature of acts that cause harm to other 
individuals versus impure acts that violate bodily moral norms. In Experiment 
1, violence was not always free of impurities, and sexual acts were not 
always free of harm. For instance, consent, or the lack thereof, is a common 
feature of prototypical harm, so it makes sense that it was present in many of 
the violent vignettes. A lack of consent was, however, also present in some 
of the sexual vignettes wKLFKDOORZVIRUWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
reactions to them were confounded by the elements of harm that they 
contained. Similarly, some of the violent vignettes contained gory imagery 
that would elicit feelings of physical disgust, thus confounding the harm and 
purity domains. As a result, these two moral domains were conflated, 
perhaps even more than they were individually examined. 
Furthermore, in addition to confounding these two moral domains, the 
violent and the sexual vignettes lacked parallelism. As such, one can 
question the extent to which the fictive pass asymmetry effects were due to 
the specific behaviors that described the violent and sexual acts, rather than 
an actual discrepancy in how they are evaluated across contexts. 
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To address these issues, the manipulations of Experiment 2 aimed to 
depart from the vague categories of violent and sexual acts and instead 
focus more directly on acts that violate the harm norms (Graham et al., 2012) 
and bodily moral norms (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013). For the sake of 
clarity, and to be in line with most of the literature on moral domains, bodily 
moral norm violations will be referred to as purity code violations.  
Method 
Participants 
The data of 360 United States residents were collected from 
AmazRQ¶V Mechanical Turk service. 89 (24.7%) participants were excluded 
because they failed an attention checking question that asked them to report 
if the act they read about was something that was done in real life, watched 
in a film, or performed in a video game. Participants who had taken part in 
Experiment 1 were not able to participate because of similar hypotheses and 
methodology. Ultimately, the data of 271 United States residents (179 male; 
Mage = 31.56; SDage = 9.54), collected through Mechanical Turk, was 
included in the final dataset. 
Design 
Experiment 2 employed a 2 (code violation: harm vs purity) x 3 
(context of violation: reality vs watched in a film vs performed in a 
videogame) between-subjects design. As in Experiment 1, there were no 
specific hypotheses regarding the differences between the fictional contexts, 
so for analysis the two media products were collapsed into a single level of 
fiction. Participants were randomly presented with a single vignette that 
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described an act that violated moral norms of harm or moral norms of purity. 
Further randomization described the act as being committed in real-life or as 
being enjoyed in one of the two fictional contexts (film or video game). 
Materials 
Experiment 2 sought to resolve the issues of Experiment 1 by making 
clearer partitions between the two relevant moral domains and by creating 
more parallelism between the vignettes that described each type of act.  
To maintain parallelism, three general story settings were written and 
then critical elements of each story were modified in order to present the act 
as one that violated moral norms of harm or moral norms of purity. Harm 
vignettes described a main character acting in a way that caused direct harm 
to another individual and these acts did not contain any elements of physical 
GLVJXVWRUXQQDWXUDOXVHVRIRQH¶VERG\3XULW\FRGHYLRODWLRQVGHVFULEHGD
main character committing an act that violated bodily moral norms and these 
acts were entirely consensual and free of interpersonal harm. The harm and 
purity vignettes are displayed below, presented as they appeared in the 
context of reality. Below these, there are two additional examples, one from 
the film condition and one from the video game condition. Between these 
examples, one can see how any code by context combination would have 
been portrayed, but the manipulations can be found in their entirety in 
supplementary materials A.  
Harm Vignettes 
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Robert is a university student who owns a piercing gun. He 
goes to parties and secretly gives small and tasteful ear 
piercings to people who are passed out drunk. 
Robert likes to humiliate his girlfriend by saying cruel and 
abusive things in public. 
Robert, a 19-year old, works at a retirement community and he 
deceives and threatens an old woman to inherit her legacy. 
Purity Code Vignettes 
Robert is a university student who owns a piercing gun. He 
goes to parties and enjoys giving genital piercings to anyone 
who wants one. 
Robert likes to humiliate his girlfriend with degrading sex acts 
that she consents to. 
Robert, a 19-year old, works at a retirement community and has 
a consensual sexual relationship with a 72-year old woman. 
Watched in a Film Example 
Robert, a 19-year old, watched a film about a 19-year old man 
who works at a retirement community and has a consensual 
sexual relationship with a 72-year old woman. Robert enjoys 
watching this film. 
Performed in a Video Game Example 
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Robert, a 19-year old, plays a video game that takes place in 
a large and realistic environment. There are many different 
things, both good and bad, that Robert can control his 
character to do in this virtual environment. 
 
In the video game, Robert's character works at a retirement 
community. Robert controls his character to have a 
consensual sexual relationship with a 72-year old woman. 
Robert enjoys playing this game. 
The emotion measures were unchanged from Experiment 1. On 
scales that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (entirely), participants reported the 
amount of anger and disgust that they felt via word-item measures ± angry, 
furious, outraged, disgusted, sickened, revolted ± as well as facial 
expression agreement measures that showed black and white photos, three 
for each emotion, of women expressing anger and disgust at full intensity 
(Beaupré, et al., 2000). The anger scale (Į DQGWKHGLVJXVWVFDOHĮ 
.91) both had strong reliabilities. They also had an unusually high correlation 
of r = .87, p < .00 that was equal in strength to the anger and disgust 
correlation of Experiment 1. This happened in spite of efforts to make a 
clearer partition between harm and purity code violations. A composite item 
of moral outrage was formed from the anger and disgust scales.  
The act and character-based moral judgment items were differentiated 
ZLWKRQHVFDOHWKDWPHDVXUHGWKHDJHQW¶VPoral character (,V>$JHQW@³URWWHQ
LQVLGH´"; ,V>$JHQW@LPPRUDO",V>$JHQW¶V@VRXOLPSXUH":RXOG\RXVD\WKDW
[Agent] has good character?; Is [Agent] mainly a good or mainly a bad 
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person?; Į DQGDQRWKHUVFDOHWKDWPHDVXUHGWKHPRUDOLW\RIWKHDFW
that the main agent committed (,VWKLVD³URWWHQ´WKLQJWRGR,VWKLVDFWLRQ
morally blameworthy?; Is this action deserving of punishment?; Is this action 
immoral? Į $VZLWKWKHHPRWLRQVFDOHVWKHPRUDOMXGJPHQWVFDOHV
also had an extremely high correlation of r = .85, p <. 001 just as they did in 
Experiment 1. As such, another composite item was created to assess moral 
condemnation. The correlation between the moral wrongness and the moral 
outrage variables was, however, also extremely high at r = .83, p < .001. 
Considering that the strong correlation between these two composite items 
was no lower than the correlations of the original scales, all of the dependent 
measures were collapsed into a single item that assessed general negativity 
rather than specific emotions or moral judgments. 
The resulting measure of negativity was analyzed using an ANOVA 
that crossed the type of violation with the context in which it was committed 
in a 2 (moral code: harm vs purity) x 2 (context of violation: reality vs fiction).  
Results 
Main effects indicated that real acts and harmful acts were most negatively 
evaluated. In support of the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis, a significant 
Code x Context interaction revealed that fictional harm was perceived less 
negatively that real harm, but that fictional and real impurities did not differ in 
their perceived negativity (See Figure 3). Simple effects emphasized this 
further by indicating that evaluations towards harm were significantly less 
negative in fiction than in reality, F(1, 267) = 60.92, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .18 but 
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there was no significant difference in negativity towards real and fictional 
impurities, F(1, 267) = 0.20, p = .65. 
 Discussion 
 Although Experiment 2 did not offer as clear of a distinction between 
moral judgments and moral emotions, the results once again lent support to 
the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis by showing that acts of real life harm 
are evaluated significantly more negatively than their fictional counterparts. 
In other words, fictional harm is given a pass in terms of moral 
condemnation. In contrast to this, the evaluations of purity code violations 
stayed about the same across both contexts. Moreover, Experiment 2 
generalized these effects over a different set of moral violations that had a 
greater emphasis on parallelism and accurately representing the moral 
codes of harm and purity. 







F(1, 265) = 55.50, 
p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .17 F(1, 265) = 19.50, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .13 F(1, 265) = 16.32, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .11 
     
Figure 3. Negativity across all codes and contexts, Experiment 2. Means, 
95% confidence intervals, and simple effects are presented in the chart. 














p < .001 p = .65




  The manipulations of Experiment 2 generalized from Experiment 1 to 
encompass different immoral behaviors and they placed emphasis on 
describing exclusively acts that strictly violated moral norms of harm or of 
purity, but not both. With these emphases, however, an initial pretesting of 
the vignettes was neglected.  Pretesting was also overlooked because it was 
not an issue in Experiment 1. Indeed, ORRNLQJDW([SHULPHQW¶VUHVXOWV
(Figure 2), demonstrates that real violent acts (M = 6.22) and real sexual 
acts (M = 5.85) are about as morally condemnable as one another. This may 
be due to the fact that violent and sexual categories contained elements of 
both harm and purity code violations, which served to equalize the 
condemnation that was directed towards them.  
In Experiment 2, however, the behaviors that described impure acts 
were simply not very condemnable. This is most noticeable when comparing 
the perceived negativity of real harm (M = 5.46) to the perceived negativity of 
real impurities (M = 2.77) (Figure 3). This discrepancy in real life 
FRQGHPQDWLRQUDLVHVWKHSRVVLELOLW\WKDW([SHULPHQW¶VILFWLYHSDVV
asymmetry effects were caused by a floor effect for the purity condition. In 
other words, the negativity that was directed towards real-life harm was 
substantially greater than what was directed towards real-life impurities. This 
gave evaluations of harm a greater distance to fall in the fiction condition and 
may have artificially inflated the effects of the asymmetry. 
 This should not, however, raise doubts about the legitimacy of this 
experiment. To examine this data in a different way, another analysis was 
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conducted that excluded all mean responses of the negativity variable that 
were less than 2.00. Results indicated that the fictive pass asymmetry still 
presented itself, although with admittedly weaker effects, F(1, 183) = 9.27, p 
= .003, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05. 
This discounts the possibility that a floor effect of the purity condition 
was entirely responsible for the results of the fictive pass asymmetry, 
although it cannot be denied that the floor effect did contribute to the strength 
of the effect. In light of this, it would be useful to test the fictive pass 
asymmetry with harm and purity code violations that were relatively more 
similar in real life moral wrongness, or with real life moral wrongness that 
was at least closer to the scale midpoint, thus allowing a greater range of 
responses. To address this, Experiment 3 used a set of newly pretested 
vignettes and also added a new level of fiction imagination in order to 
generalize the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry beyond media products. 
Method 
Pretest and vignette selection 
 For the pretest, forty-two vignettes were written that described 
violations of harm or violations of purity. As in Experiment 2, harm violations 
did not involve bodily norm violations and impure acts were entirely free of 
harm. United States residents (N = 321ZHUHUHFUXLWHGIURP$PD]RQ¶V
Mechanical Turk service and were randomly presented with a selection of six 
vignettes. Each vignette was followed by a forced choice facial expression 
agreement measure for anger and disgust using the pictures provided by 
Beaupré et al. (2000). After this, self-report measures of anger, disgust, and 
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moral wrongness were presented in a random order. These measures all 
ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (extremely). In order to keep the pretest quick 
and simple, no demographic information was collected.  
 The literature on moral condemnation and moral emotions contains a 
fair amount of research that has drawn specific links between anger and 
harm code violations and disgust and purity code violations (i.e. Goldberg, et 
al., 1999, Horberg et al., 2009, Piazza, Russell & Sousa, 2013, Russell & 
Piazza, 2015). Drawing from this literature, two harm vignettes and two purity 
vignettes were ultimately selected that elicited the expected emotions (e.g. 
purity violations that were higher in disgust than anger and vice versa), and 
that, critically, were similar in moral wrongness. These selection criteria 
should allow for two improvements over Experiment 2. Firstly, anger and 
disgust should be more distinct, which will allow them to be examined 
separately from another. Secondly, ensuring that the acts are morally 
equivalent in the context of real life should ensure that emergent fictive pass 
asymmetry effects can be attributed to the manipulation of the context 
variable, not the baseline wrongness of any given code violation. There was 
no statistically significant difference in moral wrongness between the two 
harm vignettes, t(26) = 0.96, p = .35), the two purity vignettes, (t(26) = 0.74, 
p = .47), or among all four vignettes, F(3,61) = 0.44, p = .73. The selected 
vignettes are below, described as occurring in the context of reality. 
Harm Code Vignettes 
A woman named Sam gets into a fight with her neighbor over the 
removal of a tree that is on both of their properties. Sam decides 




Sam shouted at his girlfriend because she did not have enough 
time to put on make-up before a date. 
Purity Code Vignettes 
Sam buys a dead chicken from the store. He masturbates with it 
before cooking it and eating it. 
Sam works at an office with a unisex bathroom. He likes to go 
into the bathroom after it has been used by female coworkers 
and lick the toilet seat. 
Participants 
 The data of 321 United Sates residents (229 Male; Mage = 31.5, SDage 
= 9.7) were recruited from $PD]RQ¶VMechanical Turk service. Owing to 
similar measures and manipulations, anyone who had participated in 
Experiments 1 or 2 was not able to participate. Data of two participants (1%) 
were excluded for failing an attention checking question that was hidden 
amongst the dependent measures and explicitly asked participants to select 
a specific scale point if they were paying attention. 
Design and Materials 
 Experiment 3 was analyzed using a 2 (moral code: harm vs purity) x 2 
(context of violation: reality vs fiction, collapsed from three conditions) 
between-subjects design. Participants were randomly assigned to read and 
evaluate a single vignette that presented a harm violation or a purity violation 
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occurring in one of the four different contexts (real-life, imagined, watched in 
a film, performed in a video game). The harm vignettes described violations 
of interpersonal harm (property destruction; verbal aggression) that 
contained no elements or suggestions of bodily moral norms violations. The 
purity vignettes described moral violations involving the body (sex with a 
dead chicken bought at the grocery store; bizarre bathroom behavior) that 
were free of harm to other people. As before, the wording of these vignettes 
was manipulated to describe the acts as occurring in different contexts. For 
example, a harm code vignette in the context of real liIHUHDG³6DPVKRXWHG
at his girlfriend because she did not have enough time to put on make-up 
EHIRUHDGDWH´,QWKHFRQWH[WRISOD\HGLQDYLGHRJDPHWKHVDPHYLJQHWWH
UHDG³6DPSOD\VDYLGHRJDPHWKDWWDNHVSODFHLQDODUJHDQGUHDOLVWLF
environment. There are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam 
can control his character to do in this virtual environment. In this video game, 
Sam controls a character that's the same age as he is. He controls his 
character to shout at his character's girlfriend because she did not have 
enough time to put on make-up before a date. Sam enjoys playing this video 
JDPH´7KHGHSHQGHQWYDULDEOHVZHUHXQFKDQJHGIURP([SHULPHQW 
 For Experiment 3, the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis remained 
the same. It is predicted that violations of harm will reveal a steep reality to 
fiction drop in moral violations. Purity violations, on the other hand, should 
remain more stable across context. Moreover, the fictive pass effects of the 
moral emotions of anger and disgust should mirror the moral codes that they 
are most closely associated with; that is, anger, more so than disgust, should 
show fictive pass asymmetry effects. 
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Results 
 The four anger items (3 word item measures and a facial expression 
DJUHHPHQWPHDVXUHĮ .94) and the four disgust items (3 word item 
PHDVXUHVDQGDIDFLDOH[SUHVVLRQDJUHHPHQWPHDVXUHĮ ZHUHUHOLDEOH
scales that were compiled into their respective composites. Although these 
composite items had a significant positive correlation, it was much lower than 
it had been in previous experiments (r = 0.42, p < .001) which allowed them 
to be analyzed separately. This lower correlation was likely due to the pretest 
that specifically defined harm versus purity violations as their ability to elicit 
more anger than disgust and vice versa. 
 The act-EDVHGĮ DQGFKDUDFWHU-EDVHGĮ PRUDOMXGJPHQW
scales both had strong reliability and each scale was transformed into a 
composite. The composite items had a correlation that was slightly lower 
than in Experiment 2, but at r = .77 they still shared over half of their 
variance. While less than ideal, these items were still analyzed individually in 
order to begin exploring potential act versus character-based explanations 
for the fictive pass asymmetry effects (see Table 2 for Experiment 3 
correlations, means, standard deviations, and Chronbach alphas). 
Table 2. 
Correlations, means, standard deviation, and Chronbach alphas of all 
dependent variables, Experiment 3. All correlations are statistically significant 
at p < .001. 
 1. 2. 3. 4. 
1. Act-based Judgments    
2. Character-based .77   
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Judgments 
3. Anger .69 .61  
4. Disgust .49 .52 .42 
Mean 3.69 3.35 2.93 4.28 
SD 1.83 1.69 1.68 1.86 
Reliability Į  Į .94 r = .94 r = .94 
  
 In the main analysis, main effects revealed that character-based 
judgments of real acts did not significantly vary between harm (M = 4.02) and 
purity (M = 3.78) code violations. Despite the best efforts of the pretest, 
however, act-based judgments indicated that real harm violations (M = 5.01) 
were significantly more immoral than real purity code violations (M = 4.01), 
F(1, 73) = 8.06, p = .006 (Figure 4). In line with pretesting, main effects of the 
emotion measures showed that harm was more strongly associated with 
anger and purity was more strongly associated with disgust (Figure 5).  
As previously mentioned, an aim of Experiment 3 was to address the 
floor effects of Experiment 2 by establishing equivalent moral wrongness 
across the reality condition. Despite successful pretesting, Experiment 3 was 
not able to achieve equal moral wrongness means between real-life harm 
and purity violations but, unlike in Experiment 2, the mean wrongness of real 
impurities was at the scale midpoint (M = 4.00) which allows for a range of 
responses that is large enough to discount the possibility that floor effects 
are responsible for any fictive pass asymmetry effects that emerge in 
Experiment 3.  
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 Indeed, a significant Code x Context interaction for act-based 
judgments did support the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis. As predicted, 
fictional harm was more acceptable than its real-life counterpart but this gap 
between real and fictional contexts was relatively smaller for purity code 
violations (Figure 4). This effect was further emphasized by simple effects 
that indicated a significant reality to fiction difference for harm violations, F(1, 
315) = 24.21, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ =.07, but not for purity violations, F(1, 315) = 2.51, 
p = .11, Ʉ୮ଶ = .008. Character-based judgments, however, showed weaker 
fictive pass effects and there was no significant Code x Context interaction. 
In spite of this, simple effects still indicated a significant reality to fiction drop 
for harm, F(1, 315) = 12.51. p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .04, but not for purity, F(1, 315) = 
1.50, Ʉ୮ଶ = .005. The lack of an interaction is less than ideal, there is useful 
information that can be drawn from these results.  
Firstly, act-based judgments showed fictive pass asymmetry effects 
whereas character-based judgments did not. These different effects occurred 
despite the high correlation of act and character-based judgments (r = 0.77), 
thus reinforcing the decision to analyze them as separate variables.





Variable Code Main Effect Context Main Effect Interaction Effect 







F(1, 315) = 3.81, 





F(1, 315) = 0.20,  
p = .59, Ʉ୮ଶ = .001  F(1, 315) = 11.32,  p = .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .035  F(1, 315) = 2.65,  p = .11 , Ʉ୮ଶ = .008  
Figure 4. Act-based and character-based judgments across all codes and contexts, Experiment 3. Means, 95% confidence 
intervals, and simple effects are presented in chart. Higher numbers equal more condemnation. 
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Harm Purity Harm Purity
Act-based Judgments Character-based Judgments
Reality
Fiction
p < .001 p = .114 p < .001 p = .221
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Contrasts Dependent Variable Code Main Effect Context Main Effect Interaction Effect 






F(1, 315) = 18.45,  
p < .001 , Ʉ୮ଶ = .055  F(1, 315) = 21.58,  p < .001 , Ʉ୮ଶ = .026  F(1, 315) = 2.26,  p = .134 , Ʉ୮ଶ = .007  
 Disgust F(1, 315) = 77.82,  p < .001 , Ʉ୮ଶ = .198   F(1, 315) = 11.14,  p < .001 , Ʉ୮ଶ = .034  F(1, 315) = 0.40,  p = .53 , Ʉ୮ଶ = .001   
Figure 5. Anger and disgust across all codes and contexts, Experiment 3. Means, 95% confidence intervals, and simple effects are 


















p = .002 p = .333 p = .06 p = .005
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Secondly, these differences in condemnation suggest that acts of real harm 
are seen as less indicative of bad character, relative to the wrongness of the 
act itself. This validates ExSHULPHQW¶VPDQLSXODWLRQVby resonating with 
similar findings that show us how different types of morally relevant 
behaviors evoke different types of moral condemnation (Chakroff & Young, 
2015; Tannenbaum, et al., 2011; Uhlmann & Zhu, 2013). 
 Moral emotions (Figure 5) showed the expected pattern of main 
effects in that harm was more strongly associated with anger, and impurities 
were more strongly associated with disgust. Unlike in the previous two 
experiments, anger and disgust shared the moderate correlation of r = .43 
but in spite of them sharing relatively less covariance than before, neither 
anger nor disgust showed fictive pass asymmetry effects. On the one hand, it 
was predicted that GLVJXVW¶VWUDGHPDUNLQIOH[LELOLW\5XVVHOO	*LQHU-Sorolla, 
2013) would prevent its levels from changing much between real and fictional 
contexts and in this regard, the hypotheses were supported. Anger, however, 
being a more flexible emotion (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011a; 2011b), was 
expected to diminish in fictional contexts to a significantly greater extent than 
disgust did. These effects were not found in the interactions, but simple 
effects still indicated meaningful differences between reality and fiction that 
were congruent with the hypotheses. For anger, harm significantly declined 
from real to fictional contexts, F(1, 315) = 9.63, p = .002,  Ʉ୮ଶ = .30, but anger 
towards purity violations did not significantly differ between contexts, F(1, 
315) = 0.94, p = .33, Ʉ୮ଶ = .003. For disgust, stranger patterns emerged in the 
simple effects and a marginally significant reality to fiction drop was found for 
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harm, F(1, 315) = 3.69, p = .06, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01, and a significant reality to fiction 
drop for purity violations, F(1, 315) = 7.833, p = .005, Ʉ୮ଶ = .024. 
Discussion 
The results of Experiment 3 lend further support to the fictive pass 
asymmetry hypothesis by showing that fictional harm is, by and large, more 
acceptable than fictional purity. Act and character-based judgments were 
highly correlated (r = .77) with each other. This may, however, be a sign that 
fictive purity violations are disproved of because they signal bad character. In 
fact, this notion was supported by an analysis that excluded real acts and 
found that the correlation between act and character-based judgments 
weakens for harm violations (r = .53, p = .001) but remains about as strong 
for purity code violations (r = .70, p < .001).  
These findings hint at a unique interplay between fictional impurities 
and moral character. This notion will be more thoroughly explored in the 
subsequent chapters.  
Conclusion 
The three experiments that have been reported in this chapter display 
the systematic establishment of methodology that ultimately succeeded in 
revealing the predicted fictive pass asymmetry effects. The first experiment 
tested the fictive pass asymmetry in a more general sense by comparing 
acts that described violent versus sexual acts. Despite methodological 
confounds, the fictive pass asymmetry still presented itself, hinting towards 
the robustness of these effects. Experiment 2 generalized the fictive pass 
asymmetry effects to a different set of moral situations and created 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            89 
 
manipulations based on established differences between the harm and purity 
domains rather than the more general categories of violence and sex, and 
fictive pass asymmetry effects were again found. Lastly, Experiment 3 further 
refined the methodology with pretested vignettes that best exemplified harm 
versus purity concerns. Moreover, Experiment 3 broadened its definition of 
fiction by going beyond media products and including imagination as a level 
of fiction. Together, these three experiments have provided initial evidence 
for fictive pass asymmetry effects on moral condemnation and moral 
emotions but the mechanics that drive these effects are yet to be identified.
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CHAPTER 5  
CHARACTER-BASED EXPLANATIONS OF THE FICTIVE PASS 
ASYMMETRY 
The goal of the experiments in chapter 5 is to delve deeper into the 
effects of the fictive pass asymmetry. The two experiments that are reported 
in this chapter will investigate a number of unexplored, and theoretically 
fruitful, facets of moral condemnation that should offer a more complete 
explanation of the fictive pass asymmetry effects. 
Experiment 4 
 
Experiments 1 through 3 made consistent methodological 
improvement and refinements in order to demonstrate the effects of the 
fictive pass asymmetry. Across these three experiments there has been, 
more often than not, reliable evidence in support of the hypothesis. Fictional 
harm has been more morally acceptable than real harm, but this evaluative 
discrepancy between reality and fiction has been significantly smaller for 
impure acts that violate bodily norms.  
Although fictive pass asymmetry effects have been demonstrated, the 
exact nature of this condemnation is a bit unclear considering that the moral 
judgments of act and character have been highly correlated across the three 
previous experiments. As suggested at the end of the last chapter, this 
covariance may be an indication that fictional impurities are condemned 
because they show poor moral character. This conclusion is, however, a little 
tenuous, and it would be more theoretically sound to compare character 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            91 
 
judgments with other facets of moral condemnation that are less strongly 
affected by the fictive pass asymmetry.  
One such facet of moral condemnation that should present itself as 
more unique from character-EDVHGMXGJPHQWVLVSDUWLFLSDQWV¶GHVLUHWR
punish the main agent in the vignettes. This notion is drawn from the work of 
Cushman (2008) who presented participants with vignettes that described 
potentially harmful behavior. Across the conditions, he manipulated the 
extent to which a character desired to cause harm and the extent to which 
his actions actually resulted in harm. The FKDUDFWHU¶V desire to cause harm 
(regardless of whether or not it occurred) had the greatest effect on character 
inferences7KHDFWXDOKDUPIXOFRQVHTXHQFHVRIWKHSHUSHWUDWRU¶VEHKDYLRU
KRZHYHUKDGWKHJUHDWHVWHIIHFWRQWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKWKHDJHQW¶VDFWLRQV
warranted punishment.  
 Putting these findings in the context of the fictive pass asymmetry, it 
is plausible that fictional code violations are seen as immoral and as a cue to 
a bad character, to a greater extent than they are seen as deserving of 
punishment because they do not have any real consequences. Based on 
WKLV([SHULPHQWWHVWHGZKHWKHUSDUWLFLSDQWV¶GHVLUHWRSXQLVKthe vignettes¶
main character would respond more strongly to the presumption of negative 
consequences than to inferences of bad character. 
Engaging with immoral fiction may not have consequences in the 
same way that real acts do. Nonetheless, it has been mentioned how a 
possible consequence of engaging with immoral fiction, specifically that 
which encourages its consumer to imagine purity code violations, is that it 
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serYHVDVDVLJQDORIRQH¶VEDGFKDUDFWHU,WLVKRZHYHUHTXDOO\SODXVLEOH
that immoral fiction is seen as being a corruptive influence that can actually 
inspire bad character and bad behavior.  
A cultural mentality that reflects this notion can be seen in the Hayes 
Code of 1930. The Hayes Code was established by American film production 
and distribution companies in order to regulate, if not outright prevent, 
content that they deemed immoral from entering films. The Hayes Code 
argued that film had the abiliW\WR³DIIHFWWKHPRUDOVWDQGDUGVRIWKRVHZKR
through the screen, take in the ideas and idealV´DQG³LQVSLUHRWKHUs with a 
GHVLUHIRULPLWDWLRQ´%\QXP7RGD\VLPLODUVHQWLPHQWVDUHPLUURUHG
by tabloids (e.g. Bates & Pow, 2013) and social scientists alike (e.g. 
Bushman, Gollwitzer, & Cruz, 2015) as they express concerns that media 
consumers can emulate the behavior that they see on screen (or in the case 
of a video game, perform), and also become morally corrupted by it.  
Of course, moral corruption and behavioral imitation are not mutually 
H[FOXVLYHVRLQWKH³ILFWLRQ´FRQGLWLRQVRI([SHULPHQWTXHVWLRQVZHUH
included that explicitly asked participants the extent to which the fictional acts 
that were described in the vignettes would worsen the mDLQDJHQW¶VPRUDO
character, and the extent to which he might emulate the behavior.  These 
TXHVWLRQVZHUHRPLWWHGIURPWKH³UHDOLW\´FRQGLWLRQVEHFDXVHWKH\ZRXOG








The data of 312 United States residents (195 male; Mage = 31.13; 
SDage = 9.30) ZHUHFROOHFWHGIURP$PD]RQ¶V0HFKDQLFDO7XUNVHUYLFH
Twelve participants (3.8%) were excluded for failing an attention checking 
question. As before, anyone who had participated in any of the former 
experiments or pretests was unable to participate. 
Design and Materials 
 Experiment 4 employed a 2 (code of violation: harm vs purity) x 2 
(context of violation: reality vs fiction; collapsed from three levels) that was 
identical to Experiment 3. As before, the anger and the disgust items 
consisted of three word-item measures of each emotion (angry, furious, 
outraged; disgusted, sickened, revolted) and facial expression agreement 
items (Beaupré, et al., 2000). The character-based judgments were the same 
as in Experiments 2 and 3. The act-based judgments were largely similar to 
Experiments 2 and 3, but the phrasing of each item was slightly changed in 
the fictional contexts. This change was to ensure that participants 
understood that they were to evaluate the fictional act, not its real-life 
equivalent. This change was implemented because upon reviewing the act-
based measures of the previous experiments, it became apparent that there 
PD\KDYHEHHQDPELJXLW\VXUURXQGLQJDQLWHPVXFKDV³Is this morally 
ZURQJ"´  when it was asked in regards to an act committed in a fictional 
context. To resolve this, the phrasing of the act-based judgments were 
adapted to each fictional context (e.g. Is it morally wrong to [imagine 
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this/watch this in a film/ do this in a video game]?). It is possible that the 
consistently high correlation between act and character-based judgments 
was due to confusing measures. Clarifying the wording of the act-based 
items should help to reduce this variance.  
 A second innovation of Experiment 4 is the addition of measures of 
future consequences.  These new items assessed the extent to which 
participants perceived fictional acts to cause one to become corrupt (a.k.a. 
they served as a cause of bad character) and the extent to which the acts 
may be committed in real life. All items were measures on a 1 (definitely 
disagree) to 7 (definitely agree) scale, all items were coded so that higher 
number equaled more consequences. See all of these items below on Table 
3. 
Despite the categorical differences between these two scales, all nine 
items collapsed into a single measure of consequences. While these two 
VFDOHVPD\VHHPXQLTXHSULRUUHVHDUFKKDVVXJJHVWHGWKDWRQH¶VPRUDO
character can signal future behaviors (e.g. Tannenbaum et al., 2011, 
Experiment 2; Pizarro, et al., 2012) and sure enough, the nine items had a 
ChURQEDFK¶VDOSKDRI,IWKHLWHPVZHUHVHSDUDWHGLQWRWKHLUUHVSHFWLYH
subscales, a high correlation of r = .89 was revealed, thus supporting the 
initial decision to analyze the two scales as a single measure. As 
demonstrated in Table 3, the phrasing of these items was changed slightly 
between contexts and to reiterate, these questions were only presented to 
participants who were randomly assigned to evaluate a fictional act. 
Table 3  
Act and character based measures of consequences, Experiment 4. 
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Character consequences Behavioral consequences 
Will [imagining these sorts of 
things/watching these sorts of films/playing 
these sorts of video games] make Sam a 
morally bad person? 
Does [having thoughts/watching 
films/playing video games] like this 
encourage people to do bad things? 
Do [thoughts/films/video games] like this 
FRUUXSWSHRSOH¶VFKDUDFWHU" 
Will Sam do this in real life because he 
[imagined doing it/watching it in a film/ did it 
in a video game]? 
Can these sorts of [thoughts/films/video 
games] make a good person turn bad? 
Do [thoughts/films/video games] like this 
encourage negative behavior? 
This is just a [thought/film/video game] so it 
ZRQ¶WKDYHDQ\HIIHFWRQVRPHRQH¶VPRUDO
character. (Reverse coded) 
[Having these thoughts/watching this 
film/playing this video game] will not cause 
any real-life consequences. (Reverse 
coded) 
 
The fact that Sam is [having these 
thoughts/watching this film/playing this 
video game] does not tell us anything about 
how he will act in real-life. (Reverse coded) 
  
 /DVWO\SDUWLFLSDQWV¶desire to punish the main character of the vignette 
was measured with a single item that simply asked the extent to which the 
individual should be punished for his actions. Like the moral judgments and 
emotion measures, this item was presented across all contexts both real and 
fictional. As previously mentioned, the desire to punish is associated with the 
DPRXQWRIKDUPWKDWRQH¶VDFWLRQVFDXVH (Cushman, 2008). As such, it is 
expected that this item will help to make further distinctions between 
judgments of moral character and the consequences of engaging with 
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 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 
1. Anger 
       
2. Disgust 0.53       
3. Act-based Judgments 0.61 0.54      
4. Character-based 
Judgments 0.56 0.56 0.78     
5. Consequences 0.51 0.59 0.75 0.73    
6. Punishmentg 0.47 0.28 0.83 0.58 0.50   
7. Moral Wrongnessg 0.62 0.59 0.95 0.93 0.78 0.75  
Mean 3.04 4.33 3.22 3.16 3.33 2.38 3.19 
SD 1.63 1.88 1.88 1.61 1.42 1.88 1.65 
&KURQEDFK¶V$OSKD 0.94 0.95 0.88 0.96 0.93   
Note. All correlations are significant from zero, p < .001; N = 300; g = 
single item scale. 
 
Results 
The Fictive Pass Asymmetry 
 As with the previous experiments, a fictive pass was granted to harm 
violations more so than it was to purity violations. This was indicated by 
significant Code x Context interactions for both act and character-based 
judgments (Figure 7). In other words, harmful acts, compared to impure acts, 
were relatively more acceptable in fiction than in real-life and unlike in 
Experiment 3, fictive pass effects were now found for character-based 
judgments. Simple effect analyses for act-based judgments suggested a 
relative difference between harm and purity in that both harm code, F(1, 296) 
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= 100.43, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ  = .25. and purity code, F(1, 296) = 9. 70, p = .002, Ʉ୮ଶ 
= .03, violations showed a significant reality to fiction drop, all be it a smaller 
drop for purity code violations. Simple effects of the character interaction 
suggested that the reality to fiction difference was more absolute in that that 
reality to fiction difference was statistically significant for harm violations, F(1, 
296) = 19.09, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06, but not statistically significant for purity code 
violations, F(1, 296) = 2.21, p = .14, Ʉ୮ଶ  = .007. Punishment ratings also 
showed a similar fictive pass asymmetry between real and fictional contexts 
(Figure 6), but this was mostly because real purity code violations, in the 
absence of any harm, were deemed less punishable than real acts of harm.  
   Contrasts  
Harm vs Purity Reality vs Fiction  
Code Main Effect F (1, 296) = 5.06, p = .03, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 
Context Main Effect F (1, 296) = 85.50, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .22 
Interaction Effect F (1, 296) = 23.04, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .07 
Figure 6. Desire to punish across all codes and context, Experiment 4. 
Means and 95% confidence intervals are presented above. Higher numbers 
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The moral emotions of anger and disgust showed the expected main effects 
(Figure 7). Purity violations, unlike harm violations, evoked more disgust 
relative to anger. Moreover, both emotions displayed a fictive pass 
asymmetry by showing significant reality to fiction drops for harm code 
violations, but not for purity code violations. In support of the initial 
predictions of the fictive pass asymmetry effects on anger and disgust, this 
asymmetry was less strong for the disgust felt towards the harm condition, as 
indicated by a simple mixed interaction of Emotion (anger vs disgust) x 
Context (reality vs fiction), F(1, 147) = 7.57, p = .007, Ʉ୮ଶ = .048. Furthermore, 
simple effect analyses lent additional support to the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis by indicating that anger towards harm dropped significantly 
between contexts, F(1, 296) = 27.54, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = 0.09, but anger towards 
purity code violations did not significantly change between contexts, F(1, 
296) = .002, p = 0.97. Ʉ୮ଶ = .00. The same was true for the disgust, which 
dropped significantly from reality to fiction for harm violations, F(1, 296) = 
8.20, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03, but did not change significantly between contexts for 
purity code violations, F(1, 296) = .02, p = .88, Ʉ୮ଶ = .00.
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Contrasts Dependent Variable Code Main Effect Context Main Effect Interaction Effect 







F(1, 296) = .30, 





F(1, 296) = 2.15,  
p = .14, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 296) = 17.20,  p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06 F(1, 296) = 4.21,  p < .05, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 
  
Anger F(1, 296) = 19.05,  
p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06 F(1, 296) = 13.64,  p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .04 F(1, 296) = 14.07,  p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05 
  
Disgust F(1, 296) = 43.04,  
p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .13 F(1, 296) = 3.70,  p < .01, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 296) = 4.57,  p = .03, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 
Figure 7. Moral judgments and moral emotions across all codes and contexts, Experiment 4. Means, 95% confidence intervals, and 












Harm Purity Harm Purity
















Harm Purity Harm Purity
Anger Disgust
Reality Fictionp < .001 
p = .002 p < .001 
p = .14 p < .001 
p = .97 p = .004 
p = .89 
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Immoral fiction as a cue or a cause of bad character? 
A second series of analyses aimed to identify if the greater 
condemnation of fictional purity, relative to harm, could be explained by the 
extent to which fictional impurities are viewed as a cue to a pre-existing bad 
character, or as a cause of future character-related and behavioral 
consequences.  To test this, two analyses of parallel mediation were 
FRQGXFWHGXVLQJWKH352&(66PDFUR¶Vfourth model (Hayes, 2012) at 
10,000 iterations. For both of these analyses, the predictor variable was a 
coding of the type of violation (harm vs purity), and the parallel mediators 
were judgments of moral character (i.e. signaling an already bad character) 
and the perceived consequences of the act (i.e. a cause of bad character 
and behavior). For the two analyses, the outcome variables were moral 
wrongness and the desire to punish. It is important to reiterate that both of 
these models contained the consequence variable, which was only assigned 
to the fiction conditions. As such, these analyses excluded the reality 
condition in favor of specifically examining the effect of character and 
consequence judgments on the relationship between fictional code violations 
and moral condemnation.  
For both analyses, the two mediating paths were significant (Figure 8), 
indicating that fictional purity code violations, more so than fictional harm 
code violations, are condemned because they are seen as a cue to an 
existing bad character as well as a cause of it. However, a comparison of the 
indirect effects from violation type to moral wrongness showed a statistically 
significant difference in the strength of these two mediating paths (character 

























































































































































































Indirect Effect: b = .12 
Character Judgments 











Indirect Effect: b = .10 
Character Judgments 






Figure 8. Unstandardized regression coefficients showing mediation of moral character and 
future consequences of fiction between fictional violations type and moral wrongness, 
Experiment 4. 
Note: g < .10; * < .05; ** < .01; *** < .001. Bold paths indicate significant indirect effects (95% 
CIs exclude zero). Dashed paths are non-significant. 
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Discussion 
Experiment 4 lent its support to the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis 
by providing further evidence that moral condemnation of harm code 
violations, more so than purity code violations, is mitigated by fictional 
contexts.  Similarly, the amount of emotion that was evoked from violations 
of harm code violations, but not purity code violations, was mitigated by 
fictional contexts, and in a similar vein, the effects of the fictive pass 
asymmetry were less strong for anger than disgust.  
A mediation analysis established that impure fiction, more so than 
harmful fiction, is indicative of a preexisting poor character (i.e. negative 
character judgments) to a greater extent than it is seen as a cause of bad 
future character behaviors (i.e. future consequences). Both of these 
variables were significant predictors of overall moral wrongness, but the 
effect of character judgments, compared to future consequences, was 
relatively stronger.  
Experiment 5 
 
The results of Experiment 4 offered additional information about the 
mechanics that drive the fictive pass asymmetry. Results indicated that the 
consumption of fictional code violations reveals a preexisting bad moral 
character to a significantly greater extent than it is seen as being the cause 
of bad character and behaviors. Measures of perceived future consequence 
were, however, only gathered from participants who were randomly assigned 
to evaluate fictional code violations. Because the perceived consequences of 
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real acts were not measured, the mediation analysis of Experiment 4 was 
only able to offer an explanation for the effect of code violation and it could 
not divulge information about the full Code x Context interaction on moral 
wrongness. 
Experiment 5 aimed to resolve this by being a direct replication of 
Experiment 4, except with additional consequence items for the reality 
condition. These items were previously excluded because by their very 
nature they are bound to come across as tautological or nonsensical, and 
are most likely to lead to ceiling effects. In the present experiment, the 
consequence items were rewritten slightly so that they could be adapted for 
use in the context of reality while still maintaining clarity. For example, in the 
fiction conditions two of thHLWHPVUHDG³Does [having thoughts like 
this/watching this sort of film/playing this sort of video game] encourage 
people to do bad things?´DQG³&DQWKHVHVRUWVRI>WKRXJKWVILOPVYLGHR
JDPHV@PDNHDJRRGSHUVRQWXUQEDG"´ and in the reality condition these 
same items were reworded as³Do these actions encourage people to do 
EDGWKLQJV´ and ³&DQWKHVHVRUWVRIEHKDYLRUVPDNHDJRRGSHUVRQWXUQ
EDG"´. These questions may come across as slightly redundant. They are, 
after all, being asked in regards to one who has been explicitly described as 
committing these acts. Nonetheless, they should be able to assess the 
extent to which participants presume that the moral code violations will result 
in future behavioral and character-related consequences. The inclusion of 
these items will permit a test of mediated moderation that will allow for a 
more complete understanding of the Code x Context interaction on moral 
wrongness. 




The data of 352 United States residents (195 male Mage = 33.98; 
SDage = 10.51) collected IURP$PD]RQ¶V0HFKDQLFDO7XUN)RXUSDUWLFLSDQWV
(1.1%) were excluded for failing an attention checking question. Participants 
from any of the former experiments were unable to access the present 
experiment because of similar measures and manipulations. 
Design and Materials 
 Experiment 5 employed a 2 (code violation: harm vs purity) x 2 
(context of violation: reality vs fiction; collapsed from three levels) between-
subjects design. The manipulations were entirely unchanged from 
Experiment 4. The dependent measures were mostly unchanged from 
Experiment 4. The only change was the previously described addition of 
future consequence items to the reality condition.  The scales that measured 
anger, disgust, act judgments, character judgments, and consequences were 
all reliable and they were transformed into composite items. The descriptive 




 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 
1. Anger        
2. Disgust 0.46       
3. Act-based 
Judgments 
0.59 0.48      




0.58 0.47 0.68     
5. Consequences 0.52 0.41 0.75 0.70    
6. Punishmentg 0.55 0.31 0.72 0.58 0.60   
7. Moral 
Wrongnessg 
0.57 0.44 0.90 0.68 0.73 0.71  
Mean 3.03 4.52 3.53 3.28 3.78 2.40 3.40 
SD 1.62 1.81 1.99 1.66 1.45 1.87 2.13 
ChURQEDFK¶VĮ  0.93 0.94 0.88 0.96 0.93   
Note. All correlations are significant from zero, p < .001; N = 352; g = 
single item scale. 
Results 
The Fictive Pass Asymmetry 
 Experiment 5 successfully replicated the results of Experiment 4. 
Significant Code x Context interactions for act and character-based moral 
judgments showed that fictive pass asymmetry effects were stronger for 
harm code violations than for purity code violations; the reality to fiction drop 
in condemnation was significantly greater for acts of harm than for impure 
acts (Figure 9). Simple effects indicated that act-based judgments of harm 
declined significantly from reality to fiction, F(1, 343) = 90.31, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = 
.21, as did act-based judgments of impure acts, F(1, 343) = 5.202, p = .02. Ʉ୮ଶ  = .02, though the decline for impure acts was relatively less substantial 
than for harmful acts. Simple effects of the character judgment interaction 
indicated that harmful acts evoked significantly less sever judgments in 
fiction than in realty, F (1,344) = 22.14, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06, but that character 
judgments of impure acts did not significantly differ across contexts, F(1, 
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344) = 1.38, p = .25, Ʉ୮ଶ = .004. Also in line with Experiment 4, overall fictive 
pass HIIHFWVZHUHIRXQGLQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶GHVLUHWRSXQLVK 
The moral emotions of anger and disgust showed the expected main 
effects; disgust was more strongly associated with purity code violations and 
anger was more strongly associated with harm code violations. Moreover, 
anger, but not disgust, showed the Code x Context interaction that was 
indicative of fictive pass asymmetry effects. There was no significant 
difference in the disgust evoked from real versus fictional acts for both harm 
and purity code violations, thus supporting the hypothesis that the 
asymmetry would be less pronounced for measures of disgust relative to 
anger (Figure 9). These findings were qualified by simple effects of the anger 
interaction, indicating that the anger felt towards harm dropped significantly 
from reality to fiction, F (1, 344) = 24.31, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = 0.07, but did not 
significantly change between contexts for purity violations, F (1, 344) = 0.13, 
p = .72, Ʉ୮ଶ = 0.00. Simple effects of the disgust interaction indicated no 
significant difference between the disgust felt towards real versus fictional 
acts for either code violation, thus providing further evidence for disgust as 
an inflexible emotion that is not easily mitigated by contextual information. 
The addition of consequence measures across the entire design now 
allowed them to be tested for fictive pass asymmetry effects. A significant 
Code x Context interaction indicated that there were fictive pass asymmetry 
effects for future consequences. Considering that both types of fiction were 
seen as equally consequential this effect is likely due to the fact that real 
purity was seen as less consequential than real harm (Figure 10). 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            107 
 
Immoral fiction ± A cue to bad character or a cause of it? 
 A second series of analyses were conducted to test the mediating 
effect of moral character and future consequences on the key Code x 
Context interaction on moral wrongness via mediated moderation. The first 
analysis was conducted with model 8 of the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2012) 
at 10,000 iterations. A coding of the context variable (reality vs fiction) was 
WKHPRGHO¶VSUHGLFtor and a coding of the code variable (harm vs purity) was 
the moderator. Moral wrongness was the outcome variable and judgments of 
moral character and future consequences were both placed as parallel 
mediators. Figure 11 displays a visualization of this model along with its 
unstandardized regression coefficients. 
Indirect effects revealed that the effects of the Code x Context 
interaction on moral wrongness was significantly mediated by both character 
judgments (b = 0.38 SE = 0.18, 95% CI = [0.08, 0.79]) and concerns of future 
consequences (b = 0.51, SE = 0.17, 95% CI = [0.20, 0.89]). Moreover, the 
conditional direct effects indicated that relationship between purity code 
violations and moral wrongness was fully explained by the mediators (b 0.05, 
p = 0.81), but the same was not true for violations of harm (b = -1.31, p < 
.001). 
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Contrasts Dependent Variable Code Main Effect Context Main Effect Interaction Effect 








F(1, 343) = .66, 




F(1, 343) = 2.14, 
p = .15, Ʉ୮ଶ = .006 F(1, 343) = 17.26, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05 F(1, 343) = 6.38, p = .01, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 
 Anger F(1, 343) = 19.69, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05 F(1, 343) = 14.06, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .04 F(1, 343) = 10.56, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 
 Disgust F(1, 343) = 83.68, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .20 F(1, 343) = 1.68, p < .20, Ʉ୮ଶ = .005 F(1, 343) = .26, p < .61, Ʉ୮ଶ = .001 
Figure 9. Moral condemnation and moral emotions across all codes and contexts, Experiment 5. Means, 95% confidence intervals, 
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Reality Fictionp < .001 
p = .02 p < .001 
p = .25 p < .001 
p = .72 p = .21 
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F(1, 343) = 1.01, 
p = .32, Ʉ୮ଶ = .003 F(1, 343) = 77.36, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .18 F(1, 343) = 6.26, p < .05, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 
 
Figure 10. Desire to punish and future consequences across all codes and contexts, Experiment 5. Means and 95% confidence 
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Figure 11. Unstandardized regression coefficients showing the mediating 
effects of character judgments and future consequences on the interactive 
effect of Code x Context on moral wrongness, Experiment 5. Note: * < .05; ** 
< .01; *** < .001. Both paths indicate significant indirect effects (95% CIs 
exclude zero).  
 
Following the lead of Experiment 4, a second analysis of mediated 
moderation was conducted with punishment ratings as the outcome variable. 
Similar to the former analysis on moral wrongness, the inclusion of the reality 
condition into the model allowed the analysis to now reveal that the effects of 
the Code x Context interaction on punishment were significantly mediated by 
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concerns of future consequences (b = 0.51, SE = 0.17, CI = [0.21, 0.89]). 
Furthermore, the conditional direct effects showed that the relationship 
between purity code violations and punishment was entirely explained by the 
character and future consequence mediators (b = -1.31, SE = 0.23, p < 
.001), but that the relationship between harm violations and punishment was 
not entirely accounted for (b = 0.05, SE = 0.22, p = .81). It should, however, 
be noted that moral wrongness and punishment had a strong correlation of r 
= .72, p < .001, so it is not surprising that they showed similar effects. 
([SHULPHQW¶VLQFOXVLRQRIWKHUHDOLW\FRQGLWLRQLQWRWKHPRGHORIPHGLDWHG
moderation has revealed that the variance in the effects of the fictive pass 
asymmetry can be explained by the fact that in fictional contexts, purity code 
violations, as much as harm code violations, are seen as both a cue to a pre-
existing bad character and as a cause of future behavioral and character-
related negative consequences.   
Discussion 
Experiment 5 successfully replicated, and expanded on, the findings 
of the former experiments. In support of the general fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis, harm, relative to purity code violations, showed a significantly 
larger gap between evaluations of real versus fictional acts. Innovations of 
Experiment 5, however, allowed for analyses of moderated mediation to 
provide a deeper understanding of this effect.  
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Figure 12. Unstandardized regression coefficients showing the mediating 
effects of character judgments and future consequences on the interactive 
effect of Code x Context on punishment ratings, Experiment 5. Note: * < .05; 
** < .01; *** < .001. Both paths indicate significant indirect effects (95% CIs 
exclude zero). 
 
In the previous experiment, a series of simple mediation analyses 
suggested that violations of fictional purity, relative to harm, indicate bad 
character to a significantly greater extent than they are perceived as causing 
it because of downstream behavioral and character-related consequences. 
These findings offered insight into the evaluative discrepancy between 
fictional taboos, but they fell short of explaining why the moral condemnation 
that is directed towards fictional impurities, compared to harms, is relatively 
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Experiment 5 included measures of future consequences across the 
whole design and this innovation allowed the above question to be 
addressed. A more comprehensive analysis of mediated moderation fully 
explained the effect of the Code x Context interaction on moral wrongness 
and punishment. Experiment 5 replicated and expanded upon the findings of 
Experiment 4 by revealing that purity violations, to a greater extent than harm 
violations, are seen as a cue to bad character more than a cause of it. 
Moreover, analyses of mediated moderation confirmed that this was true 
regardless of the real or fictional context in which the act occurred.  
Conclusion 
The two experiments that are reported in this chapter have 
successfully replicated the basic Code x Context interaction effects of the 
fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis. These experiments have also revealed 
novel information about the role that moral character plays in forming the 
observed discrepancy in moral wrongness between real and fictional 
violations of harm and purity. Experiment 4 provided evidence that the 
consumption of impure fiction, more so than harmful fiction, is indicative of 
poor moral character to a significantly greater extent in that it raises concerns 
about future behavioral or character-related consequences. Experiment 5 
expanded upon these findings by showing that purity code violations, 
compared to harm code violations, signal bad character regardless of the 
context in which they occur. 
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CHAPTER 6  
ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS AND A META-ANALYSIS OF THE 
FICTIVE PASS ASYMMETRY EFFECTS 
 The previous empirical chapters have consistently identified novel 
differences in the extent to which moral violations of harm and purity are 
condemned across real and fictional contexts. The experiments in chapter 4 
explained the development and the refinement of the methodology that is 
now able to reliably identify fictive pass asymmetry effects. Then chapter 5 
dug deeper into the fictive pass asymmetry and demonstrated how the reality 
to fiction gap in moral condemnation was relatively smaller for purity code 
violations than for harm code violations because the relationship between 
violations of purity, both real and fictional, and moral condemnation is 
uniquely explained by negative character judgments. The present chapter 
consists of two parts: a final experiment that will aim to replicate and further 
expand on the fictive pass asymmetry and a meta-analysis of a select 
number of the experiments in this thesis.  
The final experiment aims to address potential theoretical concerns 
and to refine a couple of measurements. Firstly, the present experiment will 
explore the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry in relation to an alternate 
perspective on the definition of the moral codes (Cameron, Lindquist, & 
Gray, 2015). Secondly, the important role of character in the fictive pass 
asymmetry effects was demonstrated in chapter 5, so the present 
experiment will more thoroughly acknowledge the multifaceted nature of the 
construct of moral character (Goodwin et al., 2014). Thirdly, the emotion 
measures were slightly refined in an attempt to make anger and disgust as 
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distinct as possible. Lastly, the chapter will conclude with a series of meta-
analyses. It is acknowledged that across these experiments the results have 
been somewhat inconsistent, and some experiments found effects where 
other did not. The meta-analyses will attempt to demonstrate how these 
inconsistencies are mere hiccups and that the fictive pass asymmetry effects 
will present themselves when the results of these experiments are examined 
holistically.  
Experiment 6 
 As previously described, a number of innovations will be implemented 
in Experiment 6 in order to increase the validity and generalizability of the 
fictive pass asymmetry effects. The below sections will describe these 
changes in greater detail.  
New Vignette Selection Criteria 
For Experiment 6, a new set of vignettes will be pretested. These new 
manipulations will aim to generalize the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry 
across a greater variety of morally relevant situations. More importantly, 
however, they should address potential theoretical and methodological 
concerns of the vignettes that were used in the former experiments.  
The vignettes that were used in Experiments 3 ± 5 were selected 
based on their ability to evoke more anger than disgust for violations of harm, 
and vice versa for violations of purity. This selection method is empirically 
supported by a sizeable body of evidence that has identified these specific 
links between moral content and emotional reactions (i.e. Goldberg, et al., 
1999, Horberg et al., 2009, Piazza, et al., 2013, Russell & Piazza, 2014). 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            116 
 
These links have, however, been refuted and argued against (Cameron, et 
al., 2015), thus questioning the validity of the former method of vignette 
selection.  
Secondly, despite the best efforts of pretesting, the former 
experiments showed a difference in moral wrongness between harmful and 
impure acts in the reality condition. The moral wrongness of real purity was 
lower than that of harm. This inequality was so prominent in Experiment 2 
that floor effects of the purity condition presented themselves as a possible 
explanation of the fictive pass asymmetry effects. This possibility was, 
however, dismissed through additional analyses. In Experiments 3 ± 5 the 
moral inequality between real code violations was still present. In spite of 
this, the moral wrongness of real acts was near the scale midpoint which 
means that floor effects were not responsible for the findings of these 
H[SHULPHQWV¶1RQHWKHOHVVLWZRXOGEHPRVWLGHDOLIUHDOFRGHYLRODWLRQVZHUH
morally equivalent to one another because this would allow for the clearest 
expression of fictive pass effects.  
 The pretest of Experiment 6 will attempt to resolve these two issues 
by obtaining vignettes via different criteria. Rather than identifying harm and 
purity code violations based on the extent to which they evoke varying 
amounts of anger and disgust, the pretest of Experiment 6 will identify these 
acts based on the extent to which they are seen as immoral and harmful to 
other people, versus immoral but not harmful to other people. A more 
detailed discussion of the theory that surrounds this decision will be 
discussed in the below section The Perceived Harm in Harmless Impurities. 
In short, however, this simple test should successfully select vignettes that 
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are able to demonstrate that fictive pass asymmetry effects occur even when 
the moral violations of harm and purity are selected based on the criteria of a 
theoretical framework which claims that the condemnation of objectively 
harmless purity violations is rooted in harm concerns (Cameron et al., 2015). 
This new vignette selection process will validate the former selection method 
and satisfy the alternate theoretical perspective that acts without harm are 
condemned because they are seen as harming entities beyond other people 
such as the self or nature (Cameron et al., 2015; Gray, Waytz, & Young, 
2012; Guttierez & Giner-Sorolla, 2011). 
Metaphors as Emotion Measures 
 A second innovation of Experiment 6 will be to make additional efforts 
to address the traditionally large amount of variance that is shared by anger 
and disgust (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011a). The variance shared between 
these emotions has been steadily reducing across the experiments. 
Nonetheless, it is possible that the metaphorical use of disgust language, as 
an expression of moral anger (Russell, et al, 2013), has not been entirely 
accounted for by using the facial expression agreement measures. To 
DGGUHVVWKLVWKHHPRWLRQPHDVXUHVRI([SHULPHQW¶VSUHWHVWDQG
Experiment 6 itself, will include metaphors of physical disgust (i.e. This 
makes me want to gag) that focus on the oral inhibitory aspects of the 
emotion (Royzman, Atanasov, Landy, Parks, & Gepty, 2014). For 
parallelism, metaphors of anger will also be added (i.e. This makes my blood 
boil). Expanding upon the emotion measures should allow for further 
empirical distinction between these two emotions. 
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The Perceived Harm in Harmless Impurities 
 As discussed in the second chapter, a large body of research has 
experimentally demonstrated how morally relevant acts can be partitioned 
into harm and purity code violations, amongst others, to form distinct moral 
domains (Chakroff, et al., 2013; Graham, Nosek, Haidt, Iyer, Koleva, & Ditto, 
2011; Rozin, et al., 1999; Russell, et al., 2013). The experiments reported in 
this thesis, with the exception of Experiment 1, have made this distinction as 
clear as possible by keeping violations of harm free of physical disgust, and 
by keeping violations of purity free of harm. Despite these efforts, an 
alternate view may challenge the extent to which these two moral codes are 
theoretically distinct from one another. Most notably, it has been argued that 
laypersons perceive harm in objectively harmless purity code violations 
(Gray, Waytz, & Young, 2012), and WKDWUHVHDUFKHUV¶LQWXLWLRQVDERXWKDUP
can dramatically vary from that of participants.  
7RFRQWH[WXDOL]HWKLVDOWHUQDWHSHUVSHFWLYHFRQVLGHU+DLGW¶V
classic example of an objectively harmless purity code violation that 
describes two siblings who decide to have sex with each other. This act is 
explicitly described as a consensual, safe (i.e. extensive use of birth control), 
and enjoyable one-off experience. The siblings never told anyone that they 
had done this and this secret made them feel closer and it improved their 
sibling bond.  
Many would agree that this exemplifies an impure, yet objectively 
harmless act (Chakroff & Young, 2015; Haidt 2001; Guttierez & Giner-
Sorolla, 2007; Giner-Sorolla et al., 2012), but an alternative perspective 
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proposed by Gray and Wegner (2010) would categorize this act as still 
causing harm, just to non-typical targets. Like many moral psychologists, 
Gray and Wegner (2010) agree that a prototypically harmful act involves 
some sort of injury, physical or otherwise, to another specific individual. 
Unlike others, however, they are not entirely satisfied with the categorization 
RIDQREMHFWLYHO\KDUPOHVV³SXULW\´FRGHYLRODWLRQVXFKDVWKDWDERYH
example. They argue that such acts do involve harm because people see 
them as causing harm to an abstract or non-specific entity such as God or 
the natural order (Gray, Schein, & Ward, 2014; Gray, Waytz, & Young, 
2012). Gray et al., (2014) argue this stance by explaining how people have a 
dyadic template of morality that consists of an offender and a victim. In the 
absence of an explicit victim, people will still rationalize the occurrence of 
harm by directing it towards the aforementioned non-specific entities. In 
effect, this blurs the lines that the moral foundations theory (Graham et al., 
2011) draws between violations of harm and purity and questions the validity 
of the vignettes that have been used in the former experiments. 
In light of these controversies within moral psychology, Experiment 6 
will be sensitive to this alternative perspective on moral violation 
categorization. Experiment 6 will test the possibility that the acts that have 
been previously labeled DV³KDUP´FRGHYLRODWLRQVFDQDOVREHFKDUDFWHUL]HG
DVVSHFLILFDOO\³LQWHUSHUVRQDOKDUP´ZKLOHthe formerly labeled ³SXULW\´FRGH
violations can be characterized as acts that harm other entities such as the 
self (Chakroff, et al., 2013) or the natural order of things (Gutierrez & Giner-
Sorolla, 2011). To initially test this, the pretest will contain a simple item that 
measures how much harm the acts cause to other people. In Experiment 6 
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itself, new items will be introduced that will measure the perceived 
harmfulness of each code violation to a variety of targets. It is predicted that 
this will reinforce the prior classification of harm versus purity by showing a 
clear difference between them based on the nature of the presumed harm. 
A More Heterogeneous Assessment of Moral Character 
 All of the previously reported experiments have measured moral 
character with relatively sLPSOHLWHPVVXFKDV³,V>$JHQW@URWWHQLQVLGH"´and 
³Is [Agent] mainly a good person or mainly a bad person?´,WHPVVXFKDVWKH
former of these two examples, may have confounded moral character with 
disgust concepts while the latter may have overlooked the heterogeneous 
nature of moral character. Evaluations of moral character go beyond simple 
evaluations of good versus bad because specific prosocial traits are also 
UHOHYDQWWRRQH¶VFKDUDFWHU*RRGZLQet al., 2014). To address this, 
Experiment 6 included a number of specific traits as character measures. 
These traits included warmth, fairness, empathy, integrity, and abnormality 
(Goodwin et al., 2014; Uhlmann, et al., 2015). This innovation will more 
thoroughly encapsulate the scope of moral character and allow it to be more 
independent from the disgust construct. 
Desire as an Alternate Explanation of the Fictive Pass Asymmetry 
 The final innovation of Experiment 6 sought to identify explanations of 
the fictive pass asymmetry beyond the character-based explanations that 
were established in the experiments of the previous chapter. To achieve this, 
inspiration was drawn from Russell and Piazza (2015, Experiment 4) who 
found that bizarre sexual acts were condemned as much as they were 
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desired as when they were actually acted upon. Considering these findings 
in relation to the fictive pass asymmetry effects allows for the possibility that 
the asymmetry may be driven by desire. Perhaps those who consume 
fictional impurities will be seen as actually desiring to perform the act more 
so than people who consume fictional harm. This hypothesis will be tested by 
PHDVXULQJWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKWKHYLJQHWWHV¶PDLQFKDUDFWHULVSHUFHLYHGDV
desiring to commit the described act. The measures of desire will be tested 
as a mediator of the fictive pass asymmetry effects, as was done with the 
character items in the previous experiments. 
Pretest 
 A pretest was conducted in order to identify vignettes that could be 
used in Experiment 6 and to pilot new dependent measures such as the 
emotional metaphors and a measure of harmfulness. As previously stated, 
the aims of this pretest were twofold. Firstly, it aimed to identify new 
vignettes that could generalize the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry. 
Secondly, it aimed to re-cDWHJRUL]H³KDUP´DQG³SXULW\´FRGHYLRODWLRQV, 
respectively, as the extent to which they are immoral and cause harm to 
other people, versus immoral and do not cause harm to other people. 
Forty vignettes were written that described morally relevant behavior 
RIYDU\LQJVHYHULW\7KH³KDUPFRGHYLRODWLRQ´YLJQHWWHVGHVFULEHGDFWVWKDW
caused specific instances of interpersonal harm, contained no elements of 
physical disgust, and did not involYHDEQRUPDOXVHVRIWKHERG\7KH³SXULW\
FRGHYLRODWLRQ´YLJQHWWHVGHVFULEHGDFWVWKDWYLRODWHGERGLO\-moral norms but 
were entirely consensual and free of interpersonal harm. All pretested 
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vignettes were described as occurring in real-life. Emotion measures of 
anger and disgust consisted of word item measures, metaphorical 
expressions (i.e. this makes my blood boil; this makes me want to gag), and 
facial expression agreement measures of each emotion. Single items 
measured moral wrongness (How morally wrong is this?) and the 
presumption of harm to specific others (How much harm does this cause to 
other people?). All dependent measures were on seven point scales from 1 
(not at all) to 7 (entirely). Data was collected from 128 United States 
residents though Mechanical Turk. Each participant was randomly presented 
with eight of the forty vignettes and no demographic information was 
collected. 
From the forty vignettes, four were selected (two of each code 
violation) to be used in Experiment 6 based on the extent to which they were 
immoral and harmful to other people (harm code violations) versus equally 
immoral but not harmful to other people (purity code violations). Collapsing 
the four selected vignettes into their respective code violations showed that 
there was no significant difference in how morally wrong the two types of 
behaviors were, F(1, 3) = 3.47, p = .20 and that ³harm´ violations were 
significantly more harmful to other people than ³purity´ violations, F(1, 3) = 
125.34, p = .008. Although it was not factored into the selection process, 
purity code violations evoked significantly more disgust than anger, F(1,3) = 
198.96, p = .005 and both code violations evoked about the same amount of 
anger, F(1, 3) = 6.43, p = .13. The selected violations read as follows: 
Harm Vignettes 







³6DPLVDPHPEHURIDcannibal society. Members of this 
society donate their bodies so that upon death the living 
members can cook and eat them. Sam enjoys being part of 
WKLVFOXE´ 
³6DPKDVVH[ZLWKDIUR]HQFKLFNHQEHIRUHFRRNLQJLWDQG
eating it for dinner. Sam enjoys doing WKLV´ 
Method 
Participants 
 The data of 484 United States residents (248 male; Mage = 34.77; 
SDage = 10.36) were collected IURP$PD]RQ¶V0HFKDQLFDO7XUNVHUYLFH7KH
questionnaire contained an attention checking question, hidden amongst the 
dependent measures, that asked participants to select a specific scale point. 
If this attention check was failed then the questionnaire was programmed to 
direct them to the debrief, flag their data as incomplete, and recruit a new 
participant in their place. As such, all participants that fully completed the 
questionnaire were included in the final data set. 
Design, Procedure, and Materials  
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Experiment 6 was a 2 (moral code violation: harm vs purity) x 2 
(context of violation: reality vs fiction, collapsed from three levels) between-
subjects design. The three fictional contexts (imagined, watched in a film, 
performed in a video game) were collapsed into a single level of fiction. The 
wording of the vignettes was manipulated to present the acts as occurring in 
the different contexts. For instance, in the context of imagination, one of the 
SXULW\YLJQHWWHVIURPDERYHZDVZULWWHQDV³Sam imagined that he has sex 
with a frozen chicken before cooking it and eating it for dinner. He enjoys 
LPDJLQLQJWKLV´ All dependent items were measured on Likert-type scales 
that ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (entirely). Participants were randomly 
presented with a harm or purity code violation. Further randomization 
presented it as occurring in one of the four contexts (real life, imagined, 
watched in a film, performed in a video game). Following the manipulation, 
participants were presented with the dependent variables, which were 
randomized, and lastly, participants reported their age and sex before being 
debriefed. 
Emotion Measures 
 The word-item and the facial expression agreement measures were 
unchanged from the previous experiments. As previously discussed, an 
innovation of Experiment 6 was the inclusion of metaphors as measures of 
each emotion. Anger metaphors included, this makes my blood boil, this 
makes me feel like I will lose my cool, and this makes me see red. Disgust 
metaphors included, this makes me feel like I will lose my appetite; this 
makes me want to gag; and this makes me sick to my stomach.  
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All of the anger and disgust items were collapsed into their respective 
FRPSRVLWHYDULDEOHV7KHDQJHULWHPVĮ DQGWKHGLVJXVWLWHPVĮ 
.96) were both reliable and had a moderate, but statistically significant, 
correlation (r = 0.50, p < .001) that was low enough to analyze them 
separately. 
Act Judgments 
The act-based judgments were unchanged from the experiments in 
the previous chapters. As in Experiments 4 and 5, the wording of these items 
was slightly modified for each context. This was to ensure that participants in 
a fiction condition understood that they were to be evaluating the 
consumption of the fiction, not its real-life equivalent (e.g. Is this morally 
blameworthy?/Is it morally blameworthy to [imagine this/watch this in a 
film/perform this in a video game]?). 
Character Judgments 
Based on past research that has explored the heterogeneous nature 
of moral character (e.g. Goodwin et al., 2014; Uhlmann, Pizarro, & 
Diermeier, 2015), participants reported the extent to which they perceived 
the main agent as abnormal, twisted, deviant, trustworthy, fair, loyal, 
empathetic, reliable, warm, and having integrity. An exploratory factor 
analysis with a maximum likelihood extraction and a promax rotation 
indicated that these items loaded onto two distinct factors. One factor 
contained items that related to positive and praiseworthy character traits (i.e. 
warmth and fairness). The items that loaded on the second factor related to 
negative and abnormal traits (i.e. deviant and twisted). The items that 
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FRPSRVHGHDFKRIWKHVHIDFWRUVKDGVWURQJUHOLDELOLWLHVERWKĮ¶V DQG
shared a correlation of r = .29, p < .001, thus allowing them to be collapsed 
into two composite variables: moral character and abnormal character. All 
items were coded so that higher numbers reflected more immorality or 
abnormality. 
Measures of Harmfulness 
The perception of harm (Gray et al., 2012; Gray et al., 2014; Gutierrez 
& Giner-Sorolla, 2011) was measured towards three different entities. The 
items below are displayed in the context of reality but these items were 
modified to fit each fictional context (e.g. By [imagining this/watching this 
film/playing this video game] did Sam cause [psychological/physical 
/emotional] harm to anyone other than himself?). 
6RFLDOKDUP)LYHLWHPVPHDVXUHGWKHSHUFHLYHGKDUPWKHDJHQW¶V
actions caused to other individuals and to the community at large (Do you 
WKLQNWKDW6DP¶VDFWLRQVFDXVHG>SV\FKRORJLFDOSK\VLFDOHPRWLRQDO@KDUPWR
anyone other than himself?; 'R\RXWKLQN6DP¶VDFWLRQVYLRODWHGWKHULJKWVRI
anyone other than himself?; Do you think that SDP¶VDFWLRQVFDXVHGKDUPWR
society at large?Į  
Self harm: Three items measured the perceived self-harm of the 
DJHQW¶VDFWLRQV'R\RXWKLQNWKDW6DP¶VDFWLRQVFDXVHG
[psychological/physical/emotional] harm to himself?Į  
Natural Harm: Two LWHPVPHDVXUHGWKHSHUFHLYHGKDUPWKHDJHQW¶V
actions caused to the natural order ('R\RXWKLQNWKDW6DP¶VEHKDYLRU
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FDXVHGGDPDJHWRWKHQDWXUDORUGHURIWKLQJV"'LG6DP¶VDFWLRQVYLRODWHDQ\
laws of nature?; r = .73). 
The items of these three scales were subjected to an exploratory 
factor analysis with a maximum likelihood extraction and a promax rotation. 
Results indicated that these items loaded onto two distinct factors. The 
QDWXUDOKDUPDQGVHOIKDUPLWHPVLWHPVĮ ORDGHGRQWRRQHIDFWRU
and were averaged into the variable non-social harm. The social harm items 
IRUPHGDQRWKHUIDFWRULWHPVĮ Even though these items are all 
rooted in harm concerns, these two factor loadings lend initial empirical 
support to the idea that acts seen to harm other people, either individually or 
collectively, form a different class of moral violation than acts that are seen 
as not harming specific others. 
Measures of the Presumption of Desire 
 7KUHHLWHPVĮ PHDVXUHGWKHPDLQDJHQW¶VSHUFHLYHGGHsire to 
commit the described act (e.g.: Do you think that Sam [did this/imagined 
this/watched this in a film/controlled his character to do this in a video game] 
because he desires to actually get into a fight with another man and punch 
him in the face?). As shown in the example, the wording of these items was 
modified to fit the different levels of the context variable. 
Results 
The Fictive Pass Asymmetry 
 Main effects of the moral judgments indicated that there was no 
significant difference in act condemnation between harm and purity code 
violations. Harm, relative to purity, was more associated with poor character 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            128 
 
and for both act and character based judgments, real acts were more 
condemnable than their fictional counterparts.  
 As in previous experiments, significant Code x Context 
interactions revealed fictive pass asymmetry effects for act and character-
based moral judgments. In other words, the drop in moral condemnation 
between real and fictional contexts was significantly greater for acts that 
violated harm norms than it was for acts that violated purity norms (Figure 
13). As in previous experiments, the simple effects of the act-based 
judgment interaction revealed that the fictive pass effects occurred in 
relative, but not absolute terms. That is, the reality to fiction drop was 
statistically significant for both harm, F(1, 450) = 206.83, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .32 
and purity, F(1, 450) = 24.63, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05 code violations, but the drop 
was still smaller for the purity code violations, as indicated by the interaction 
effect as well as the partial eta squared of the simple effects. Simple effects 
for the interaction of moral character demonstrated the effects of the fictive 
pass asymmetry in more absolute terms. For judgments of moral character 
the reality to fiction drop in condemnation was statistically significant for harm 
code violations, F(1, 480) = 32.09, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06, but not statistically 
significant for purity code violations, F(1, 480) = 0.69, p < .41, Ʉ୮ଶ = .001. 
In pretesting, one of the criteria by which vignettes were selected was 
equivalence in moral wrongness between harm and purity code violations. 
Notwithstanding, an analysis that included only real acts showed that real 
harm was significantly more immoral than real impurities F(1, 122) = 17.75, p 
< .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = 0.13. In spite of this unexpected divergence from the results of 
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the pretest, an examination of the act-based moral wrongness means (Figure 
13) indicates that harm violations may have started higher on the scale than 
purity violations did, but they also ended at a lower point. Compare this to the 
purity violations that started at a lower point, but in fictional contexts their 
wrongness remained relatively closer to the scale midpoint. Effectively, these 
observations alleviate doubts that the baseline difference in moral wrongness 
is responsible for the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry because of a floor 
effect of the purity condition. If anything, the result most indicative of a floor 
effect is for fictional harm code violations which works in favor of the fictive 
pass asymmetry by highlighting the relative banality with which people 
assess fictional harm. 
Main effects of anger and disgust showed that harm code violations 
but not purity code violations showed more anger than disgust and vice 
versa (Figure 13). Consistent with Experiments 4 and 5 only anger showed 
fictive pass asymmetry effects but the reality-to-fiction drop for disgust was 
non-significant for both harm and purity code violations (Figure 13). Simple 
effects of the interactions of the emotion variables indicated that anger 
towards harm violations declined significantly from reality to fiction, F(1, 480) 
= 37.26, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .07, and that disgust towards harm also declined 
significantly from reality to fiction, F(1, 480) = 6.89, p = .009, Ʉ୮ଶ = .014. 
Similarly for the disgust interaction, disgust towards harm showed a 
significant reality to fiction decline, F(1, 480) = 16.03, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .032, as 
did disgust towards impurities, F(1, 480) = 32.17, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .028. 
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Figure 13. Moral judgments and moral emotions across all codes and contexts, Experiment 6. Means, 95% confidence intervals, 
and simple effects are presented in chart. Higher numbers equal more condemnation or more negative emotion. 
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p < .001, Ʉʹ = .10 F(1, 480) = 11.61, p = .001, Ʉʹ = .02 F(1, 480) = 21.10,  p < .001, Ʉʹ = .04 
  Anger 
F(1, 480) = 6.39,  
p = .01, Ʉʹ = .01 F(1, 480) = 38.03,  p < .001, Ʉʹ = .07 F(1, 480) = 6.00,  p = .02, Ʉʹ = .01 
  Disgust 
F(1, 480) = 149.93,  
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p = .009 p < .001 
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Main effects of abnormal character (Figure 14) indicated that real acts, 
relative to fictional acts, F (1, 480) = 83.74, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = 0.15, and impure 
acts, relative to harmful acts, F (1, 480) = 102.81, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = 0.18, were 
most strongly associated with character abnormality. The Code x Context 
interaction was not statistically significant, but as close to marginal 
significance as the interaction was (p = 0.11), character abnormality is a 
variable that should not be excluded from future analyses and future 
research. 
Main effects of desire indicted that purity code violations were more 
indicative of desires than harm violations, F(1, 453) = 4.82, p = .03, Ʉ୮ଶ = 
0.25. Measures of desire did not, however, yield a significant Code x Context 
fictive pass asymmetry interaction (p = 0.57). 
7KHKDUPRI³LPSHUVRQDOO\KDUPOHVV´SXULW\FRGHYLRODWLRQV 
 To reiterate, the newly added measures of harmfulness addressed the 
possibility that the harm-purity code distinction that has been relied upon in 
previous experiments can alternatively be described as a distinction between 
acts that explicitly harm other people and acts that harm a non-social entity 
(Gray et al., 2014).  
The effect of the manipulations on the perceived type of harm (social 
versus non-social) was shown in a significant Harm Type X Code Violations 
X Context interaction, F(1, 450) = 107.75, p< .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = 0.19. More 
specifically, a Harm Type x Code Violation interaction, F(1, 450) = 321.01, p 
< .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = 0.42, indicated that harmful acts evoked stronger perceptions of 
social harms (M = 3.34) than non-social harms (M = 2.26, p < .001), and 
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impure acts more strongly evoked perceptions of non-social harms (M = 
3.28) than social harms (M = 2.19, p < .001). This suggests that the 
previously used harm versus purity distinction can also be characterized in 
terms of acts that harm social versus non-social entities, thus displaying 
unique differences between these moral codes and addressing theoretical 
concerns about their homogeneity (Cameron et al., 2015). 
 In further support of this distinction, the different types of harm were 
also associated with different moral emotions. When controlling for disgust, 
social harm (b = 0.37, p < .001) more so than non-social harm (b = 0.05, p = 
.32) predicted anger; when controlling for anger, non-social harm was a 
strong positive predictor of disgust (b = 0.71, p < .001), unlike social harm (b 
= -0.30, p < .001). 
Effects of Mediated Moderation 
An analysis of mediated moderation was conducted with the 
352&(66PDFUR¶Vth model (Hayes, 2012) at 10,000 iterations. Context 
(reality vs fiction) was the predictor variable, code (harm vs purity) was the 
moderator, moral wrongness was the outcome, and judgments of character 
morality, character abnormality, and desires, were all set as parallel 
mediators. See Figure 15 for a visualization of this model as well as the 
unstandardized regression coefficients.  
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F(1, 480) = 120.81,  
p < .001, Ʉʹ = .18 F(1, 480) = 83.74,  p < .001, Ʉʹ = .15 F(1, 480) = 2.64,  p = .11, Ʉʹ = .005 
  Desire 
F(1, 450) = 4.82,  
p = .03, Ʉʹ = .10 F(1, 450) = 147.29,  p < .001, Ʉʹ = .25 F(1, 450) = 0.31,  p = .57, Ʉʹ = .001 
  Social Harm 
F(1, 450) = 73.52,  




F(1, 450) = 52.15,  
p < .001, Ʉʹ = .10 F(1, 450) = 45.42,  p < .001, Ʉʹ = .09 F(1, 450) = 1.45,  p = .23, Ʉʹ = .00 
Figure 14. Abnormal character judgments, desire, harmfulness across all codes and contexts, Experiment 6. Means and 95% 















































on moral wrongness were significantly mediated by judgments of moral 
character (b = 0.18, SE = .05, CI = [0.10, 0.30]) and judgments of abnormal 
character (b = 0.14, SE = .05, CI = [0.06, 0.25]), but not by the presumption 
of desire (b = -0.06, SE = .04, CI = [-0.15, 0.02]). Furthermore, and as in 
Experiment 5, the conditional direct effects indicated that the evaluations of 
purity code violations were fully explained by the character-related mediators 













1 = Harm 
2 = Purity 
Judgments of Moral Character 
b = 0.18; CIs exclude zero 
Inferences of Character Abnormality 
b = 0.14; CIs exclude zero 
Context 
1 = Reality 
2 = Fiction 
Desires 
b = -0.06; CIs include zero 
.40** 0.35*** 
Figure 15. Unstandardized regression coefficients showing the mediating 
effects of moral character, abnormal character, and the presumption of 
desires on the interactive effect of Code x Context on moral wrongness, 
Experiment 5. Note: * < .05; ** < .01, *** < .001; Bold paths indicate 
significant indirect effects (95% CIs exclude zero). 
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Discussion 
Expanding on the findings of the former experiments, the present 
experiment has provided a more thorough picture of the fictive pass 
asymmetry effects. Firstly, these findings have generalized the results of the 
previous experiments by demonstrating fictive pass asymmetry effects 
across additional behaviors that exemplified harmful and impure behaviors. 
Speaking of which, Experiment 6 addressed a potential theoretical 
concern about the distinctness of these two moral domains (Cameron et al., 
,QVWHDGRIGHILQLQJ³KDUP´DQG³SXULW\´FRGHYLRODWLRQVDVWKHH[WHQWWR
which they evoked more anger or disgust, respectively, as was done in the 
previous experiments, they were instead defined by the extent to which 
participants in the pretest rated them as immoral and harmful to other people 
versus immoral and not harmful to other people. Experiment 6 confirmed the 
pretesting by demonstrating how fictive pass asymmetry effects present 
themselves even when the vignette selection was sensitive to this alternate 
perspective on moral domains.  
([SHULPHQW¶VDQDO\VLVRIPRGHUDWHGPHGLDWLRQUHSOLFDWHGDQG
expanded on the results of Experiment 5. It was indicated that the variance in 
the Code x Context interaction on moral wrongness is explained by the fact 
that fictional purity code violations, more so than fictional harm code 
violation, signal one as an abnormal person and an immoral person. The 
fictive pass asymmetry effects on moral wrongness are not, however, 
alternatively explained by the presumption of desires. To engage with 
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fictional impurities does not imply a desire to commit the act in real life any 
more so than engaging with fictional harm does. 
Meta-Analyses of the Experiments 
The last data to be reported will be the results of a series of meta-
analyses of the previous experiments. These analyses will aim to do two 
things. Firstly, they intend to cement the reliability of the fictive pass 
asymmetry by demonstrating how its effects will clearly present themselves 
when the relevant effects sizes are aggregated across a number of the 
experiments from this thesis. Secondly, these meta-analyses will explore 
whether any specific fictional context, amongst those examined, is more, or 
less, responsible for the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry. This will be 
done by examining the specific Code x Individual Fictive Context 
interactions. To elaborate on this second point, each experiment in this 
thesis has collapsed the fictional contexts (imagination, watched in a film, 
performed in a video game) into a single level of fiction. This was intentional 
because there were no specific hypotheses of fictive pass effects between 
the fictional contexts. As such, the effect of fiction on moral condemnation 
could be more directly tested by simultaneously examining a number of 
popular outlets of fictional content. Nonetheless, it is worth exploring the 
specific Code x Individual Fictive Context interactions in order to gain a more 
thorough understanding of fictive pass effects and also to satiate any 
curiosity about the effect of any specific level of fiction. The tables that are in 
supplementary materials B contain these interactions across all six 
experiments. The sheer size of this display does, however, make it difficult to 
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draw any overarching conclusions, so to simplify this information the meta-
analyses will systematically condense and analyze these results. 
 These meta-analyses were conducted using the downloadable 
Wilson macros for SPSS (Wilson, 2005). To prepare the datasets, the mean 
difference in moral wrongness, anger, and disgust of each reality vs fictive 
context (individual and aggregate) contrast for both harm and purity code 
violations was obtained. These analyses only contained the data from 
Experiments 3, 4, 5, and 6. Experiments 1 and 2 were purposefully excluded 
from the meta-analysis because they did not contain the full set of fictional 
contexts that was used from Experiment 3 onward. 
The first meta-analysis on moral wrongness examines the mean 
difference in moral wrongness between real and fictional (all contexts) acts of 
harm and purity (Figure 16). Results support the fictive pass asymmetry 
hypothesis by indicating that across the included experiments, the mean 
difference in moral wrongness between real and fictional contexts is greater 
for harm violations than it is for purity violations. To interpret Figure 16, 
understand that the two data points represent the mean difference (with 
standard deviations) in moral wrongness between real and fictional acts of 
harm and purity. For the experiments included in the meta-analysis, the 
mean difference in moral wrongness between real and fictional contexts was 
M = 2.83 for harm code violations and M = 0.88 for purity code violations. In 
other words, across Experiments 3, 4, 5, and 6, there was a substantially 
larger gap between evaluations of real versus fictional harm than there was 
between real versus fictional impurities. According to Cummings and Finch 
(2005) a good rule of thumb is that if confidence intervals do not overlap by 
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more than 25%, then they are likely to be significantly different from one 
another. In the case of this first meta-analysis, it can be confidently claimed 
that there is a significantly larger reality to fiction gap for violations of harm 
than there is for violations of purity. 
 
Figure 16. The mean effect sizes and 95% confidence intervals for the 
overall reality minus fiction contrast on moral wrongness across both moral 
code violations, Experiments 3, 4, 5, and 6. 
The second meta-analysis examined the mean difference in moral 
wrongness of each reality versus individual fictional context contrast for both 
code violations. Looking at Figure 17 below, and again relying on Cummings 
DQG)LQFK¶s (2005) rule of thumb, it can be gathered that across the 
experiments, the biggest reality to fiction difference in moral wrongness was 
for the video game condition and the smallest reality to fiction differences 
was for the imagination condition. Relative to the other contrasts, the 
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overall, fictive pass asymmetry effects can be reliably seen in all three of the 
fictional contexts that were included in Experiments 3 ± 6.  
 
 
Figure 17. The mean effect size and 95% confidence intervals for each 
reality minus individual fictive-contrast on moral wrongness across both code 
violations, Experiments 3, 4, 5, and 6.  
 The next sets of meta-analyses focused on the emotions of anger and 
disgust and as before, it was conducted on Experiments 3 ± 6. The data was 
prepared by calculating the reality minus fiction mean difference for both 
anger and disgust across both harm and purity code violations.  
 The results of these analyses show how the overall effects of the 
fictive pass asymmetry on anger and disgust are in line with expectations. 
The effects of the asymmetry are overall stronger for anger than they are for 
disgust. More specifically, the reality to fiction gap in disgust is about the 
same across both code violations, but the reality to fiction gap for anger is far 
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the anger directed towards harm is mitigated by fiction more so than for all 
other effects, which are about the same as one another. 
 
Figure 18. The mean effect size and 95% confidence intervals for each 
reality minus fiction contrast on anger and disgust across both code 
violations, Experiments 3, 4, 5, and 6. 
Conclusion 
 This chapter has reported a final experiment and the results of a 
series of meta-analyses of a number of the experiments that have been 
reported in this thesis. Experiment 6 addressed an alternate theoretical 
perspective on moral codes that stood to challenge the validity of the fictive 
pass asymmetry effects. Cameron et al. (2015) argue that harm and so 
FDOOHG³REMHFWLYHO\KDUPOHVVSXULW\FRGHYLRODWLRQV´DUHFRQIRXQGHGZLWKRQH
another because participants rationalize the occurrence harm in all immoral 
acts. This concern was initially addressed in pretesting where vignettes were 
selected based on the extent to which they were seen (by participants) as 
immoral and harmful to others versus immoral and not harmful to others. In 
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harm and it was found that the acts that had been previously defined as 
³KDUPFRGH´YLRODWLRQVZHUHPRVWO\VWURQJO\DVVRFLDWHGZLWKVRFLDOKDUPVWR
the community or to specific others, and that these social harms concerns 
were predicted by anger. By contrast, the acts that had been previously 
GHILQHGDV³SXULW\´FRGHYLRODWLRQVZHUHPRVWVWURQJO\DVVRFLDWHGZLWKKDUP
to non-social entities as the self or nature and that these non-social harms 
were predicted by disgust. Most importantly, acts that caused social harms 
showed fictive pass asymmetry whereas acts that caused non-social harms 
did not. In effect, when the morally relevant acts were redefined as acts that 
caused social versus non-social harm ± definitions that are in agreement with 
&DPHURQHWDO¶VUHFODVVLILFDWLRQRIWKHPRUDOGRPDLQV± these two 
categories still behaved as they did when they were previously defined as 
violations of harm and purity. 
 A series of meta-analyses were also reported in this chapter that 
aimed to examine the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry across four of the 
six experiments that have been reported in this thesis. The first two analyses 
focused on the overall effect of the fictive pass asymmetry on moral 
wrongness. The first analysis followed the lead of the experiments in this 
thesis and examined the reality versus fiction difference (collapsed from 
three levels) in moral wrongness between harm and purity code violations. 
The second examined each reality vs individual-fictive-context contrast in 
order to explore whether any specific contrast was more, or less, responsible 
for carrying the effects of the asymmetry. Both of these analyses confirmed 
the overall effects of the fictive pass asymmetry and while there were some 
minor differences in the extent to which the individual reality versus fiction 
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contrasts showed effects, the asymmetry was evident in the three fictional 
contexts that were examined in this research: imagination, acts watched in 
films, and acts performed in video games. 
 Lastly, a meta-analysis reviewed the effects of anger and disgust on 
the fictive pass asymmetry. As initially predicted, effects were stronger for 
anger than for disgust, and the reality to fiction decline in emotion was mostly 
evident for anger felt towards acts of harm.  
 From the results of these meta-analyses, it can be concluded that 
harmful and impure acts are not evaluated equally in fictional contexts. When 
one consumes fiction that encourages the imagining of an act of harm, it is 
generally acceptable and not subjected to very much moral condemnation, 
even though the exact same acts are highly condemnable when they are 
actually performed. By contrast, the amount that one is condemned for using 
fiction that encourages the imagining of a purity code violation is relatively 
closer to the amount of condemnation received by one who commits an 
identical violation in the context of real life.  
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CHAPTER 7  
GENERAL DISCUSSION 
 The primary goal of this thesis was to experimentally measure and 
compare moral condemnation and moral emotions towards real and fictional 
acts that violate moral norms of harm and purity. More generally, this 
research has been seeking support for the fictive pass asymmetry, a 
hypothesis which posits that evaluations of harm code violations, more so 
than purity code violations, will be mitigated by fictional contexts. In the 
strongest expression of this hypothesis, it was predicted that there would be 
a significant difference between the moral condemnation of real versus 
fictional acts of harm, but that condemnation of purity code violations would 
be the same across both contexts. While these ideal effects were only found 
in an experiment that suffered from potential floor effects, it was nonetheless 
consistently found that condemnation of harm was mitigated by fiction 
relatively more than impurities were. Although these effects were not 
absolute, their reliability was given further support by a series of meta-
analyses. 
Initially, the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis was inspired by casual 
REVHUYDWLRQVRISHRSOH¶VUHDFWLRQVWRPHGLDSURGXFWVWKDWHQFRXUDJH
consumers to imagine immoral behavior. It seems, at least in the western 
English-speaking world, that there is a greater tolerance towards the fictional 
depiction of violent acts than the fictional depiction of sexual acts. The 
research in this thesis has provided a theoretical framework and designed 
experiments that have offered empirical evidence for this phenomenon. More 
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specifically, this research has unveiled three novel findings about the nature 
of real versus fictional moral code violations.  
First, it was reliably found across six experiments, and then confirmed 
in a meta-analysis of those experiments, that there is a discrepancy in moral 
condemnation between real and fictional acts that violate harm and purity 
norms. The reality-to-fiction gap in wrongness was significantly greater for 
harm than it was for purity. Secondly, the fictive pass asymmetry affects the 
moral emotions of anger and disgust to varying degrees. Anger tended to 
show fictive pass effects, but this was not always the case for disgust, which 
showed relatively more equal reality-to-fiction drops across harm and purity 
code violations. Lastly, the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry were 
partially explained because harmful fiction, unlike impure fiction, was not 
seen as indicating anything bad about the moral character of the one who 
consumes it. 
This research has been most strongly influenced by literature that 
examines differences between the moral domains of harm and purity, the 
emotions of anger and disgust, and moral judgments of act and character. 
Previous research has examined these facets of morality individually and 
also established links between them (i.e. Chakroff & Young, 2015; Russell & 
Giner-Sorolla, 2011b; Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013), and from this body of 
work it can be gathered that condemnation of harm code violations, relative 
to purity code violations, is flexible and can be mitigated by situation factors. 
However, this body of work has only focused on acts that occur in the 
context of real life, and prior to the research that is presented in this thesis, it 
was never considered how moral judgments and emotions might cross the 
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line from reality to fictional contexts. The research in this thesis reinforces 
and expands upon the established theoretical framework that is used in 
moral psychology. From an applied perspective, it can reveal the 
consequences of imagining about, or consuming media that encourages the 
imagination of, harmful and impure acts. 
Summary of the Experiments 
 The results of six experiments and a meta-analysis that are presented 
in this thesis have lent support to the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis. It 
has been reliably found that fictional contexts such as imagination, film, and 
video games mitigate moral condemnation of acts that harm other people. 
2QWKHRWKHUKDQGILFWLRQDOYLRODWLRQVRI³SXULW\´that only harm non-social 
entities, are relatively closer in condemnation to their real-life counterparts. 
 Experiment 1 was an initial test of the fictive pass asymmetry, and the 
manipulations that were used did not strictly exemplify harmful versus impure 
behaviors. Instead, they focused more generally on describing immoral 
violent acts versus immoral sexual acts in order to explore fictive pass effects 
in relation to behaviors as they might be typically portrayed in contemporary 
media. A result of this was a variety of confounding factors but nonetheless, 
there was initial evidence of the asymmetry as the evaluative discrepancy 
between fictional and real violence was significantly greater than it was for 
real versus fictional sex.  
After this initial show of the asymmetry, Experiment 2 found similar 
effects by refining the manipulations to focus more precisely on evoking 
harm versus purity concerns and by maintaining parallelism between the 
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vignettes that described these two code violations. Experiment 3 lent further 
support to the fictive pass asymmetry with more valid manipulations. A 
pretest was used to select harm code violations based off the extent to which 
they were immoral, evoked more anger than disgust, and did not violate any 
bodily moral norms. By contrast, purity code violations were selected on the 
basis that they were immoral, evoked more disgust than anger, and were 
entirely consensual and free of harm. Lastly, adding imagination as a fictional 
context generalized the effects of the asymmetry. Experiments 4 and 5 
sought explanations for the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry by 
measuring the extent to which fictive activity was seen as either a cue to a 
pre-existing bad character or as the perceived cause of future immoral acts 
and bad character. These two experiments identified the basic fictive pass 
effects on moral wrongness but also indicated that fictive pass effects can be 
H[SODLQHGEHFDXVHLPSXUHILFWLRQLVVHHQDVDFXHWRRQH¶VEDGFKDUDFWHU,Q
other words, oQHLVJLYHQD³SDVV´IRUFRQVXPLQJKDUPIXOILFWLRQEHFDXVH
unlike impure fiction, it does not suggest anything bad about the state of their 
moral character.  
Experiments 1 through 5 repeatedly found evidence for the fictive 
pass asymmetry and also offered a character-based explanation for these 
effects. Experiment 6 was carried out in order to address an alternate 
perspective on the distinctness of the harm and purity domains and to test 
the presumption of desires as an alternate explanation of the asymmetry. 
Specifically, Experiment 6 aimed to address the work of Gray et al. (2012, 
2014) and Cameron et al. (2015) who argue that the harm and purity 
violations both involve harm, and are thus confounded with one another. To 
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achieve this, harm and purity code violations were re-categorized as the 
extent to which they were seen as immoral and harming other people versus 
immoral and not harming other people. This is different from the 
categorization of the previous experiments, which identified harmful versus 
impure acts based on the extent to which they evoked more anger than 
disgust, and vice versa for purity. To validate this new categorization, the 
design included explicit measures of harmfulness in which participants were 
asked to report how much harm the behaviors in the vignettes caused to a 
variety of targets such as other people, the self, or nature. Experiment 6 also 
included measures of desire as an alternate explanation of fictive pass 
asymmetry effects.  
Experiment 6 supported the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis, and 
the inclusion of new measures of harmfulness suggested that the harm 
versus purity distinction can be alternatively characterized by the extent to 
which the acts harm social versus non-social entities. Effectively, it was 
IRXQGWKDW³SXULW\´YLRODWLRQVHYHQWKRVHWKDWDUHREMHFWLYHO\KDUPOHVV, do 
contain a type of harm, but it is abstract, and clearly different from the more 
SURWRW\SLFDOKDUPWKDWLVFDXVHGE\³KDUP´YLRODWLRQV7KHSUHVXPSWLRQRI
desires did not offer an alternate explanation of the asymmetry, and the 
results still suggest that impure fiction is more condemnable than harmful 
fiction because it signals information about a poor moral character. 
As indicated by its name, the fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis 
predicts a difference between differences. More specifically, the difference in 
condemnation between real and fictional contexts should be greater for harm 
code violations than for purity code violations. The interaction that indicated 
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these effects often times took a specific form: real-life harm was - more often 
than not - rated more severely than real-life impurities; and in fictional 
contexts, impurities tended to be rated more severely, or at least equally, to 
harm. This pattern emerged even though pretests tried to specifically select 
acts that were seen as equally morally wrong in the context of real life, a 
finding that may indicate that harm code violations are overall more 
condemnable than objectively harmless violations of purity in the cultural 
context of the sampled population. 
 In the case of the experiments that were present in this thesis, the 
sampled population consisted of Mechanical Turk workers living in the United 
States. Although it has been claimed that these workers are representative of 
the US population (Buhrmester et al., 2010), the gender demographics 
across the experiments in this thesis do not necessarily reflect this. Across 
the six experiment there are, more often than not, more men than women in 
the samples. The ratio is much more reasonable, and close to an even split, 
in the final two experiments but it is remarkably uneven across the first four 
experiments, with them containing about two times more men than women. 
One may claim that the recruitment strategy of these early experiments 
favored men by advertising for an experiment about video game violence or 
reactions to violent events. None of the advertisements did, however, pander 
towards a male demographic by mentioning these stereotypically masculine 
themes. They were ambiguous and neutral and simply advertised for a study 
about understanding human behavior. Moreover, measures were taken to 
ensure that once an individual participated in an experiment in this series, 
they would be unable to participate in any future experiment.  
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As such, the unequal gender distribution in the early experiments is 
somewhat of a mystery, but it still may have contributed towards stronger 
fictive pass effects in the early experiments, than what would have been 
found with a more balanced gender profile. For instance, the main character 
that was being evaluated in the vignettes was typically a male and it is 
possible the primarily male sample of the early experiments evaluated his 
fictional transgressions less severely as an act of solidarity. Future 
experiments may control for gender and even measure the extent to which 
the participants themselves consume fiction that depicts immoral behavior. 
This would ensure that participants themselves were not being lenient 
towards the vignettes¶PDLQFKDUDFWHU¶VILFWLRQDOEHKDYLRUHLWKHUEHFDXVHRI
gender or because of their own video game or film habits. Even if the effects 
of the fictive pass asymmetry were inflated in the first experiments due to the 
participant profile, it should be acknowledged that these effects still strongly 
presented themselves in Experiments 5 and 6, where the gender distribution 
was much more even. 
A notable improvement across these experiments was the ever-
increasing gap between the emotions of anger and disgust. Anger and 
disgust shared a substantial amount of variance in the earlier experiments, 
but it was consistently reduced as the manipulations and measures became 
more refined. In the experiments for which there was a clear distinction 
between these two emotions, anger showed fictive pass asymmetry effects, 
but disgust ± more often than not ± did not. These effects, while slightly 
inconsistent across the experiments, were confirmed by the meta-analysis. 
Anger and disgust reactions differed for harm code violations in that disgust 
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showed a smaller drop between real and fictional contexts. In other words, 
amongst harm code violations anger and disgust functioned differently from 
one another. Anger showed a greater reality to fiction decline than disgust, 
meaning that when someone engaged with fictional harms, disgust tended to 
be the most prevalent emotional reaction. Anger towards fictional harm may 
diminish more than disgust does because in the absence of any actually 
wrongdoings, anger dissipates but disgust may remain to serve as an 
indicator of bad character (Giner-Sorolla & Chapman, 2017; Miller, 1997). 
In spite of the above claims about the role of disgust, the experiments 
in this thesis did not actually include emotions as mediators between moral 
code violations and moral wrongness. Rather than being an oversight, 
however, this was an intention omission because while it is reasonable to 
predict that the disgust felt towards purity code violations mediates the 
relationship between impurities and moral wrongness, the analysis itself 
would be redundant.  
As previously discussed, there are well-established links between 
purity code violations and disgust (for a review see Russell, Piazza, & Giner-
Sorolla, 2013). This connection is present to the extent that disgust is an 
essential part of a purity code violation and one simply cannot experience 
purity-related concerns without feeling disgust, especially in regards to an 
DEQRUPDOXVHRIRQH¶VERG\ (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2013). Disgust is a 
core component of a purity code violation and the two constructs are simply 
not distinct enough to include one as a mediator of the other. In this case, to 
examine disgust as a mediator to impurity would equate to examining the 
mediating effects of a manipulation check. Of course, the inflexible nature of 
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disgust (Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011b) is instrumental in laying the 
theoretical groundwork for the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry. 
Nonetheless, so far as using mediation to help explain why purity code 
violations, relative to harm code violations, are not granted the same amount 
of moral permissibility, character is a more theoretically useful mediator. 
Character is more informative because it is a facet of overall moral 
wrongness while still being distinctly unique construct (Uhlmann, Pizarro, & 
Diermeier, 2015). Furthermore, character related concerns should have been 
evoked more strongly from purity code violations than from harm code 
violations (Chakroff & Young, 2015), thus allowing for a more theoretically 
useful model in trying to determine a key distinction between the overall 
moral permissibility of real and fictional moral code violations, while being a 
more orthogonal construct than the emotions themselves. 
Theoretical and Applied Implications 
 
 The results of the experiments that are reported in this thesis have 
demonstrated how the contexts that surround specific norm-violating acts of 
harm and purity influence how people morally evaluate the acts themselves, 
and the individuals that commit them. The notion that fictional contexts 
mitigate moral condemnation is, perhaps, not a surprising concept if one 
subscribes to a strictly consequentialist school of thought and believes that 
the moral wrongness of an act is entirely contingent on its outcomes. The 
most noteworthy aspect of this research is, however, that the mitigation is 
reduced less for purity code violations and that purity code violations are 
related to judgments of moral character (Chakroff & Young, 2015). In 
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addition to this, the fourth and fifth experiments suggest that the fictive pass 
can be partially explained by the presumed character-related consequences 
of consuming immoral fiction, implying that character morality is partially 
responsible for downstream consequentialist concerns, even in the absence 
of immediate harm. Additionally, these findings have reminded us of, and 
reinforced, the rigid nature of purity code evaluations, relative to the more 
flexible nature of harm evaluations. Past literature has demonstrated the 
different degrees to which evaluations of these acts can be swayed by 
contextual factors (Gutierrez & Giner-Sorolla, 2007; Rozin, et al., 1986; 
Russell & Giner-Sorolla, 2011b), but the research presented in this thesis 
has demonstrated how these principles hold true even when the context in 
question is that of fiction. 
 These claims, however, are hindered by the fact that the sampled 
population consisted of people living in the Western English-speaking world. 
As such, it is difficult to fully address the extent to which the effects of the 
fictive pass asymmetry hypothesis would apply across different cultures. As 
an example of this, consider the differences in film rating criteria between the 
United States and Scandinavian countries. When determining the 
appropriateness of films, Scandinavian countries regulate more strictly the 
depiction of violent versus sexual content. The United States on the other 
hand regulates sexual content more strictly than violent content (Price, 
Palsson, & Gentile, 2014). As demonstrated in the first experiment, the 
general categories of violence versus sex do not perfectly translate to harm 
and purity violations, respectively, but this still illuminates cultural differences 
in the weight placed on fiction that depicts different types of morally 
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questionable behaviors. Further to this, is raises important questions 
regarding the causal nature of the fictive pass asymmetry effects. Are they 
innate, or do they exist and whether they exist because we have learned 
from the media itself that harmful acts are more justifiable than impure acts.   
  From a more empirical perspective, early work in cross-cultural 
morality put forth the idea that violations of harm are universally immoral 
(Turiel, Killen, & Helwig, 1987). Haidt, et al. (1993) contested the exclusive 
wronJQHVVRIKDUPE\VXJJHVWLQJWKDW³the domain of morality appears to 
vary cross-FXOWXUDOO\´SJ. More recently, work has cemented the notion 
that culture is a critical facet of morality (Graham, Meindl, Beall, Johnson, & 
Zhang, 2015; Guerra & Giner-Sorolla, 2010; Vauclair & Fischer, 2011) and 
more specifically, the moralization of entertaining thoughts of immoral 
behavior can substantially vary between cultures (Cohen & Rozin, 2001). 
The amount of variability that is introduced by cross-cultural differences 
poses challenges while trying to ascertain universal truths about moral 
judgment. In spite of this, it is clear that the fictive pass asymmetry effects 
that have been found in these experiments lend strong empirical support to 
the casually observed discrepancy between the appropriateness of fictional 
harm and purity codes within the context of the sampled population. A 
dedicated cross-cultural study would, however, be needed to assess the true 
generalizability of this work. 
 On a similar note, it is important to consider the ecological validity of 
the manipulations, and the extent to which the vignettes that were used in 
these experiments truly depict the sorts of behaviors that are commonly 
portrayed in fiction. It is safe that say that one can imagine anything that is 
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logically possible, so virtually anything in the imagination conditions are 
plausible. The same, however, cannot be said of the film and video game 
contexts and it is possible that the participants who were assigned to these 
conditions needed to suspend their disbelief while reading and evaluating 
these acts. 
The film and video game conditions may have come across as far-
fetched because the vignettes in these experiments ± other than those of 
Experiment 1 ± strove for strong experimental control by specifically 
describing acts that violated moral norms of harm or of purity, but not of both. 
This experimental control may, however, have been at the cost of ecological 
validity considering acts that are depicted in media products rarely display 
acts that neatly violate a single moral code. For example, countless films and 
video games depict harm in the form of physical violence. Sometimes, the 
YLROHQFHFDQEH³VDQLWDU\´DQG³FOHDQ´EXWRIWHQWLPHVLWZLOOLQIULQJHXSRQWKH
purity domain by being accompanied by blood and gore. Similarly, it is 
unlikely that purity code violations would appear in films and video games as 
they are described in these experiments, because impure bodily moral 
violations are frequently accompanied by an act of violence such as rape or 
sexual assault. In popular media products it does not, however, seem that 
fictional sexual content needs to be particularly abnormal or harmful to be 
deemed as controversial or inappropriate.  Consider, again, the example of 
the Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas ³+RW&RIIHH´PRGLILFDWLRQWKDWZDV
described at the start of this thesis. Although the sex that was portrayed in 
this game was relative tame and normal, it evoked outcry as if it were much 
more abnormal or twisted. It is possible that even the tamest depictions of 
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fictional sex can be seen as taking on darker and more impure dimensions 
when they run the risk of falling into the hands of children. Concerns for the 
purity and innocence of children may conflate otherwise normal and non-
controversial sexual activity with purity code violations. This is a notion that 
FRXOGEHH[SORUHGLQIXWXUHUHVHDUFKE\LQFRUSRUDWLQJSDUHQWV¶YLHZVRQ
media products with what is already understood about the fictive pass 
asymmetry.  
 In a similar vein, research on the acceptabOH³FRPPXQLW\VWDQGDUGV´RI
fiction suggests that sexually explicit fiction that is intended to be viewed by 
adults is permissible so long as the content does not portray sexual violence 
or fetishism and it does not involve any minors (Linz, Donnerstein, Shafer, 
Land, McCall, & Graesser, 1995). On the one hand, this is problematic for 
the ³Hot Coffee´ modification that was used to contextualize this research, 
even though it is unreasonable to think that the mature rating will prevent 
young adults and children from playing such games. On the other hand, and 
more importantly, this research on community standards supports the fictive 
pass asymmetry by suggesting that the most condemnable fictional acts are 
ones that violate bodily norms, such as bondage and fetishism. More than 
anything, however, this reminds us that the effects of the fictive pass 
asymmetry can only be applied with certainty to the specific scenarios that 
were presented to the sampled population. Although the experiments in this 
thesis were high-powered and the effects were reproducible across a variety 
of different manipulations, one must be cautious when generalizing them too 
broadly. In order to begin addressing this, future research should steer away 
from the implausible vignettes that are commonly used by moral 
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psychologists and explore the fictive pass asymmetry effects by using acts 
that one would more realistically encounter in both real life and in fictional 
contexts. Secondly, a cross cultural examination of the fictive pass effects, 
especially between countries that place different weights on the moralization 
of prototypically harmful versus impure fiction, would shed light on the 
generalizability of the fictive pass asymmetry.  
 Across the experiments that are presented in this thesis, there is 
consistent and strong evidence for the hypothesized fictive pass asymmetry. 
Nonetheless, it should be acknowledged that there is a tension in regards to 
inherent confounds as a result of the chosen methodology by which real and 
fictional acts were compared. More specifically, fictional contexts in these 
experiments offered multiple possible targets of moral judgment and each of 
these targets plays a different role in the extent to which they may be 
responsible for the fictional transgression. In contrast, the real acts in these 
experiments were less ambiguous, they had a single target who played one 
role. Consequently, the context variable (reality vs. fiction) may be 
FRQIRXQGHGZLWKWKHDJHQW¶VUROe (active perpetrator vs passive observer). 
 To elaborate, consider one of the vignettes that described an act 
occurring in the context of real-life. In this context, the target of moral 
condemnation was neither ambiguous nor unclear. An individual is described 
as committing an immoral act and subsequently, the participants were 
LQVWUXFWHGWRMXGJHWKDWSHUVRQ¶VDFWLRQV,QILFWLRQDOFRQWH[WVKRZHYHUWKH
WDUJHWRISDUWLFLSDQW¶VHYDOXDWLRQVEHFRPHVOHVVFOHDUDQGWKHUHDUHPXltiple 
possible targets that could be evaluated: the man who is consuming the 
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fiction, the character within the fiction, and even the one who created the 
fiction (i.e. a screen writer, book author, or game designer).  
Of all these possible roles involved, the present experiments only 
acknowledge the consumer, but even the role that the consumer played 
varied according to the type of fiction he was engaging with. For instance, 
when one imagines something one is simultaneously the creator and the 




 In future work, one should consider more carefully whether or not it is 
appropriate to directly compare one who is passively consuming taboo media 
to one who is transgressing in real life. These comparisons were made in the 
present experiments and while distinct and reliable differences were found, it 
is acknowledged that these differences may not be entirely due to the 
context, but to the role played by the main character as an observer or as an 
actual perpetrator.  
 To shed some light on these issues, however, consider the findings of 
the meta-analysis of these experiments that broke the fiction variable into its 
respective levels (imagined, watched in a film, played in a video game). This 
meta-analysis sought to explore the strength of the fictive pass effects by 
comparing reality to each of the contexts, individually, rather than collectively 
as in the experiments. This meta-analysis revealed that the imagination 
condition showed the weakest fictive pass effects (that is, moral judgments of 
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imagined taboos were most close to moral judgments of real acts), the film 
condition showed the strongest effects, and the video game condition was in-
between the two. One interpretation of this pattern, to explain why these 
contexts are reliably different from one another, is the role played by the 
agent and the extent to which the agent is responsible for generating the 
immoral fiction. Imagination does not equate to actual perpetration, but it 
certainly involves more agency than video game playing, which occurs within 
parameters that were seWE\WKHJDPH¶VGHYHORSHUV1RQHWKHOHVVRQHmay 
choose to act as a model citizen or as a ruthless killer in the world of a Grand 
Theft Auto game, and this distinguishes games from films, which are the 
most passive of the studied mediums. In effect, it seems that the amount of 
agency one has in actually generating the immoral fiction is a strong indicator 
of fictive pass effects.  
 This in turn gives rise to even more questions and avenues of future 
exploration that could include the role of the agent as a feature, rather than 
as a bug. For instance, voyeurism, as opposed to actual perpetration, could 
be compared with fictional contexts in an attempt to compare passive roles 
across different contexts. Similarly, the creator of immoral fiction could be 
compared with a consumer immoral fiction to compare an active vs a passive 
role, but within the confines of fiction. Such designs would serve two 
purposes. Firstly, they would control for any actual harm and allow for a more 
direct examination of other important factors such as the corrupting influence 
of fiction or the extent to which it is indicative of poor moral character. 
Secondly, they would allow for an even deeper understanding of fictional 
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taboos and allow for a wider variety of paradigm through which one can 
continue to explore and innovate on the fictive pass asymmetry effects. 
 From an applied standpoint, the research that has been presented in 
this thesis has shown how research in moral psychology can inform media 
regulation. There are various organizations such as the Motion Picture 
Association of America (MPAA) and the Entertainment Software Rating 
Board (ESRB) in North America or the British Board of Film Classification 
(BBFC) and Pan European Game Information (PEGI) that are responsible for 
systematically classifying films and video games into brackets of age 
appropriateness. These organizations allow consumers and parents to have 
an understanding of the contents of the film or video game that they are 
about view or purchase. The content ratings differ slightly across 
organizations but they all follow a similar rating scheme that ranges from 
appropriate for all ages to adults only. Interestingly, the rating criterion of 
these organizations falls in line with the effects of the fictive pass asymmetry. 
Products that contain fictional depictions of harm (mostly violence in the case 
of video games and films) are deemed appropriate for much younger ages 
than products that contain sexual content or other moral impurities such as 
drug use and gambling. Also in the most restrictive categories are acts that 
depict graphic harm that involve realistic blood and bodily destruction such 
as dismemberment and decapitation. Similar to the sexual content, these 
types of displays are likely to elicit concerns of disgust and purity, thus 
explaining their more stringent restrictions. 
 Interestingly, these organizations do not offer any empirical evidence 
for the intuitive way that they have categorized and regulated harmful versus 
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impure content. The experiments in this thesis can, however, justify their 
decision-making by reflecting public opinions about the appropriateness of 
fiction that depicts these two types of immoral behaviors. 
  In closing, the research in this thesis has demonstrated how moral 
code violations that occur in fictional contexts are not evaluated equally. In 
fictional contexts, the permissibility of fictional harms, but condemnation of 
fictional impurities, is undeniable. In real-life, the consequences of immoral 
acts are clear to see and they help to fuel the condemnation that is directed 
towards them. In fictional contexts though, there is a hazy ambiguity that 
surrounds immorality. It LV³PDNHEHOLHYH´, and this makes it hard to pin down 
the aspects of it that evoke moral concerns. In the realm of fiction, this 
research has shown that fictional harm is seen as relatively benign. After all, 
harmful behavior in real life can be justified and the extent to which it is 
condemned can be modified by the context in which it occurs. It makes 
sense that when acts occur in fiction, they are overlooked DQGJLYHQD³SDVV´
in terms of condemnation. At least, they are given a greater pass than 
impure behaviors which leave one with a foul taste in the mouth no matter 
what context, real or fictional, the act occurs in. What is more, this 
discrepancy can be explained by the extent to which impure behaviors signal 
negative LQIRUPDWLRQDERXWRQH¶Vmoral character. When one engages with 
impure fiction there are no obvious consequences and no one gets hurt, but 
unlike fictional harm code violations, they are still seen as wrong. This 
discrepancy, the fictive pass asymmetry, exists because in the absence of 
any consequences, character is all that is left to judge. Fictional impurities 
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may be make-EHOLHYHEXWWKH\DUH³V\PEROLFDOO\SRWHQW´Young & Whitty, 
2011 pg. 805) and will still lead to very real condemnation.  
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Supplementary Materials A 
Vignettes across all codes and contexts  
Reality; Film; Video Game; Imagination 
Experiment 1 
Sexual Violations 
Mark owns a kitten and a puppy. He likes to pull off his boxer shorts and rub his genitals 
against his pet¶s fur. 
Mark is watching a film about a man who owns a kitten and a puppy. The man in the film 
likes to pull off his boxer shorts and rub his genitals against his pet¶s fur. Mark enjoys 
watching this film. 
Mark is playing a video game where he plays as a man who owns a kitten and a 
puppy. In the game, the character he controls likes to pull off his boxer shorts and rub 
his genitals against his pet¶s fur. Mark enjoys playing this video game. 
--- 
Clark is a frotteur. This means that he goes into crowded public places like subway stations 
and buses and attempts to rub his erection against unsuspecting victims. 
Clark is watching a film about a man who is frotteur. This means that the man goes into 
crowded places like subway stations and buses and attempts to rub his erection against 
unsuspecting victims. Clark enjoys watching this film. 
Clark is playing a video game where he plays as a frotteur. This means that the 
character he controls goes into crowded public places like subway stations and 
buses and attempts to rub his erection against unsuspecting victims. Clark enjoys 
playing this video game. 
--- 
During a large family reunion, Bruce met an attractive female cousin and introduced himself 
as a friend of the family. He then proceeded to seduce her and they ultimately had 
consensual sex. She never learned his true identity. 
Bruce is watching a film about a man that meets an attractive female cousin at a large family 
reunion. He introduces himself as a friend of the family and then proceeds to seduce her. 
They ultimately have consensual sex and she never learns of his true identity. Bruce enjoys 
watching this film. 
Bruce is playing a video game where he plays as a man who meets an attractive 
female cousin at a large family reunion. The character he controls introduces himself 
as a friend of the family and then proceeds to seduce the cousin. They ultimately have 
consensual sex and she never learns of his character's true identity. Bruce enjoys 
playing this video game. 
--- 





Tom is watching a film about a 57 year old man who only finds 16 year old girls attractive. 
7KHPDQZRQ
WVOHHSZLWKDQ\RQHXQGHUDVKHNQRZVLW¶VLOOHJDOEXWKHZLOOILQGJLUOVDV
young as possible to have sexual relations with. Tom enjoys watching this film. 
Tom is playing video game where he plays as a 57 year old man who only finds 16 
year old girls attractive. The character he controls won't sleep with anyone under 16 
DVKHNQRZVLW¶VLOOHJDOEXWKHZLOOILQGJLUOVDV\RXQJDVSRVVLEOHWRKDYHVH[XDO
relations with. Tom enjoys playing this video game. 
Violent Violations 
Jim shot a man at point blank range with a shotgun. There was an explosion of gore as the 
man dropped dead. 
Jim is watching a film where a man is shot at point blank range with a shotgun. There was 
an explosion of gore as the man dropped dead. Jim enjoys watching this movie. 
Jim is playing a video game where the character he controls shoots a man at point 
blank range with a shotgun. There is an explosion of gore as the man drops dead. Jim 
enjoys playing this video game. 
--- 
Marshal intentionally ran over a pedestrian at a street crossing. He heard a loud crunch and 
squishing sounds as the man went under the tires. 
Marshal is watching a film where a man intentionally runs over a pedestrian at a street 
crossing. He hears a loud crunch and squishing sounds as the man goes under the tires. 
Marshal enjoys watching this film. 
Marshal is playing a video game where the character he controls intentionally runs 
over a pedestrian at a street crossing. He hears a loud crunch and squishing sounds 
as the man goes under the tires. Marshal enjoys playing this video game. 
--- 
Peter likes to attack elderly people with a device that will cause their pacemakers to 
malfunction. 
Peter is watching a film about a man who likes to attack elderly people with a device that will 
cause their pacemakers to malfunction. Peter enjoys watching this film. 
Peter is playing a video game where the character he controls attacks elderly people 
with a device that causes their pacemakers to malfunction. Peter enjoys playing this 
game. 
--- 
Kieron is a doctor. Sometimes he enjoys to secretly euthanize people that he could just as 
easily treat.  
Kieron is watching a film about a doctor. Sometimes the doctor enjoys to secretly euthanize 
people that he could just as easily treat. Kieron enjoys watching this film. 
Kieron is playing a video game where he plays as a doctor. Sometimes the character 
he controls secretly euthanizes people that he could just as easily treat. Kieron 
enjoys playing this video game. 
Experiment 2 
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Purity Vignettes 
Robert is a university student who owns a piercing gun. He goes to parties and enjoys giving 
genital piercings to anyone who wants one. 
Robert watches a film about a university student who owns a piercing gun. The student goes 
to parties and enjoys giving genital piercings to anyone who wants one. Robert enjoys 
watching this film. 
Robert plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Robert can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
 
In the video game, Robert controls a university student who owns a piercing gun. He 
controls his character to parties and enjoys giving genital piercings to anyone who 
wants one. Robert enjoys playing this game. 
--- 
Robert likes to humiliate his girlfriend with degrading sex acts that she consents to. 
Robert watches a film about a man who likes to humiliate his girlfriend with degrading sex 
acts that she consents to. Robert enjoys watching this film. 
Robert plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Robert can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
 
In the video game, Robert humiliates his character's girlfriend with degrading sex 
acts that she consents to. Robert enjoys playing this game. 
--- 
Robert, a 19 year old, works at a retirement community and has a consensual sexual 
relationship with a 72 year old woman. 
Robert, a 19 year old, watches film about a 19 year old man who works at a retirement 
community and has a consensual sexual relationship with a 72 year old woman. Robert 
enjoys watching this film. 
Robert, a 19 year old, plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic 
environment. There are many different things, both good and bad, that Robert can 
control his character to do in this virtual environment. 
 
In the video game, Robert's character works at a retirement community. Robert 
controls his character to have a consensual sexual relationship with a 72 year old 
woman. Robert enjoys playing this game. 
 
Harm Vignettes 
Robert is a university student who owns a piercing gun. He goes to parties and secretly 
gives small and tasteful ear piercings to people who are passed out drunk.  
Robert watches a film about a university student who owns a piercing gun. The student goes 
to parties and secretly gives small and tasteful ear piercings to people who are passed out 
drunk. Robert enjoys watching this film. 
Robert plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Robert can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment.  
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In the video game, Robert controls a university student who owns a piercing gun. He 
controls his character to parties and secretly gives small and tasteful ear piercings to 
people who are passed out drunk. Robert enjoys playing this game. 
--- 
Robert likes to humiliate his girlfriend by saying cruel and abusive things in public. 
Robert watches a film about a man who likes to humiliate his girlfriend by saying cruel and 
abusive things in public. Robert enjoys watching this film. 
Robert plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Robert can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
In the video game, Robert humiliates his character's girlfriend by saying cruel and 
abusive things in public. Robert enjoys playing this game. 
--- 
Robert, a 19 year old, works at a retirement community and he deceives and threatens an 
old woman to inherit her legacy. 
Robert, a 19 year old, watches a film about a 19 year old man who works at a retirement 
community and deceives and threatens an old woman to inherit her legacy. Robert enjoys 
watching this film. 
Robert, a 19 year old, plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic 
environment. There are many different things, both good and bad, that Robert can 
control his character to do in this virtual environment. 
 
In the video game, Robert's character works at a retirement community. Robert 
controls his character to deceive and threaten an old woman to inherit her legacy. 
Robert enjoys playing this game. 
 
Experiments 3, 4, and 5 
Purity Vignettes 
Sam buys a dead chicken from the store. He masturbates with it before cooking it and eating 
it. 
Sam buys a dead chicken from the store. He imagines masturbating with it before cooking it 
and eating it. He enjoys imagining this. 
Sam watches a film about a man that's the same age that he is. The man in the film buys a 
dead chicken from the store. The man in the film masturbates with the dead chicken before 
cooking it and eating it. Sam enjoys watching this film. 
Sam plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
 
In this video game, Sam controls a character that's the same age as he is. He controls 
his character to buy a dead chicken from the store. He controls his character to 
masturbate with the dead chicken before controlling him to cook it and eat it. Sam 
enjoys playing this video game. 
--- 
FICTIONAL CONTEXTS MITIGATE HARM CONDEMNATION                            182 
 
Sam works in an office with a unisex bathroom. He likes to go into the bathroom after it is 
used by female coworkers and lick the toilet seat.  
Sam works in an office with a unisex bathroom. He likes to imagine that he goes into the 
bathroom after it is used by female coworkers to lick the toilet seat. He enjoys imagining this. 
Sam watches a film about a man that's the same age as he is. The man in the film works in 
an office with a unisex bathroom. The man likes to go into the bathroom after it is used by 
female coworkers and lick the toilet seat. Sam enjoys watching this film. 
Sam plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
 
In this video game, Sam controls a character that's the same age as he is. The 
character works in an office that has a unisex bathroom. Sam likes to control his 
character into the bathroom after it is used by female coworkers and he controls his 
character to lick the toilet seat. He enjoys playing this video game. 
 
Harm Vignettes 
A woman named Sam gets into a fight with her neighbor over the removal of a tree that is on 
both of their properties. Sam decides to destroy her neighbor's lawn by driving her heavy 
truck all over it.  
A woman named Sam gets into a fight with her neighbor over the removal of a tree that is on 
both of their properties. Sam imagines destroying her neighbor's lawn by driving her heavy 
truck all over it. Sam enjoys imagining this. 
A woman named Sam watches a film about a woman that's the same age as she is. 
The woman in the film gets into a fight with her neighbor over the removal of a tree that is on 
both of their properties. The woman in the film decides to destroy her neighbor's lawn by 
driving her heavy truck all over it. Sam enjoys watching this film. 
A woman named Sam plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic 
environment. There are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam can 
control her character to do in this virtual environment. 
In this video game, Sam controls a character that's the same age as she is. Her 
character gets into a fight with her neighbor over the removal of a tree that is on both 
of their properties. Sam controls her character to destroy the neighbor's lawn by 
driving a heavy truck all over it. Sam enjoys playing this video game. 
--- 
Sam shouted at his girlfriend because she did not have enough time 
to put on make-up before a date. 
Sam imagines shouting at his girlfriend because she did not have enough time to put on 
make-up before a date. Sam enjoys imagining this. 
Sam watches a film about a man that's the same age as he is.The man in the film shouts at 
his girlfriend because she did not have enough time to put on make-up before a date. Sam 
enjoys watching this film. 
Sam plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
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In this video game, Sam controls a character that's the same age as he is. He controls 
his character to shout at his character's girlfriend because she did not have enough 




Sam has sex with a frozen chicken before cooking it and eating it for dinner. Sam enjoys 
doing this. 
Sam imagines that he has sex with a frozen chicken before cooking it and eating it for 
dinner. He enjoys imagining this. 
Sam watches a film about a man that's about the same age as he is. The man in the film has 
sex with a frozen chicken before cooking it and eating it for dinner. Same enjoys watching 
this film. 
Sam plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
 In this video game, Sam controls a character that's the same age as he is. He 
controls his character to have sex with a frozen chicken before cooking it and eating 
it for dinner. Sam enjoys playing this video game. 
--- 
Sam is a member of a cannibal society. Members of this society donate their bodies so that 
upon death the living members can cook and eat them. Sam enjoys being part of this club. 
Sam imagines that he is a member of a cannibal society. Members of this society donate 
their bodies so that upon death the living members can cook and eat them. Sam enjoys 
imagining this. 
Sam watches a film about a man that's the same age as he is. The man in the film is a 
member of a cannibal society. Members of this society donate their bodies so that upon 
death the living members can cook and eat them. Sam enjoys watching this film. 
Sam plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
In this video game, Sam controls a character that's the same age as he is. His 
character is a member of a cannibal society. Members of this society donate their 
bodies so that upon death the living members can cook and eat them. Sam enjoys 
playing this video game. 
 
Harm Vignettes 
Sam comments loudly about how fat a woman looks in her jeans. Sam enjoys doing this. 
Sam imagines that he comments loudly on how fat a woman looks in her jeans. Sam enjoys 
imagining this. 
Sam watches a film about a man that's the same age as he is. The man in the film 
comments loudly about how fat a woman looks in her jeans. Sam enjoys watching this film. 
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Sam plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
In this video game, Sam controls a character that's the same age as he is. He controls 
his character to comment loudly about how fat a woman looks in her jeans. Sam 
enjoys playing this video game. 
--- 
Sam gets into a fight with another man and he punches the other guy in the face. He enjoys 
doing this. 
Sam imagined getting into a fight with another man and punching the other guy in the face. 
He enjoys imagining this. 
Sam watches a film about a man that's the same age as he is. The man in the film gets into 
a fight with another man and punches the other guy in the face. Sam enjoys watching this 
film. 
Sam plays a video game that takes place in a large and realistic environment. There 
are many different things, both good and bad, that Sam can control his character to 
do in this virtual environment. 
In this video game, Sam controls a character that's the same age as he is. His 
character gets into a fight with another guy and Sam controls him to punch the other 
guy in the face. Sam enjoys playing this video game. 
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Supplementary Materials B 




Reality x Reality x 
Film Video Game 
Moral Wrongness F(1, 274) = 3.36, p = .07, Ʉ୮ଶ = F(1, 281) = 17.97, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06 







Reality x Reality x 
Film Video Game 
Moral Wrongness F(1, 172) = 20.16, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .11 F(1, 168) = 31.97, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .16 
Moral Outrage F(1, 172) = 11.72, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06 F(1, 168) = 27.74, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .14 
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            Experiment 3  
  Condition  
 
Reality x Reality x Reality x 
DVs Imagination Film Video Game 
Act F(1, 153) = .79, p = .38, Ʉ୮ଶ = .005 F(1, 151) = .35, p < .01, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05 F(1, 153) = .67, p = .02, Ʉ୮ଶ = .04 
Character F(1, 153) = .02, p = .90, Ʉ୮ଶ = .00 F(1, 151) = 3.79, p = .53, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 F(1, 153) = .91, p = .28, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 
Anger F(1, 153) = .03, p = .86, Ʉ୮ଶ = .00 F(1, 151) = 1.31, p = .25, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 153) = .08, p = .03, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 
Disgust F(1, 153) = 2.35, p = .13, Ʉ୮ଶ =.02 F(1, 151) = .51, p = .48, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 153) = .35, p = .55, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 
 
 
 Experiment 4  
  Condition  
 Reality x Reality x Reality x 
DVs Imagination Film Video Game 
Act F(1, 147) = 16.51, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .10 F(1, 151) = 1.32, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .18 F(1, 153) = 5.08, p = 009, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05 
Char F(1, 147) = 2.64, p = .11, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 F(1, 147) = 6.72, p = .01, Ʉ୮ଶ = .04 F(1, 148) = .61, p = .44, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 
Anger F(1, 147) = 6.90, p = .01, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05 F(1, 147) = 14.77, p < 001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .09 F(1, 148) = 8.72, p = 004, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06 
Disgust F(1, 147) = 1.44, p = .23, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 F(1, 147) = 4.74, p = .03, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 F(1, 148) = 3.32, p = .07, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 
Punish F(1, 147) = 14.59, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .09 F(1, 147) = 19.85, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .12 F(1, 147) = 8.04, p = .005, Ʉ୮ଶ = .05 
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  Experiment 5  
DV Reality x Imagination Reality x Film Reality x Video Game 
Act F(1, 172) = 12.16, p = . 001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .07 F(1,167) = 40.22, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .19 F(1, 168) = 10.25, p = . 002, Ʉ୮ଶ= .06 
Char F(1, 173) = 2.05, p = .15, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 168) = 5.40, p = .02, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 F(1, 169) = 5.36, p = . 02, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 
Anger F(1, 173) = 7.81, p = .006, Ʉ୮ଶ = .04 F(1, 168) = 11.30, p = .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06 F(1, 169) = 3.95, p = .05, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 
Disgust F(1, 173) = 0.22, p = .88, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 168) = 0.77, p = .38, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 169) = 0.21, p = .85, Ʉ୮ଶ = .001 
Punish F(1, 172) = 15.13, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .08 F(1, 167) = 17.44, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .10 F(1, 168) = 10.09, p = .002, Ʉ୮ଶ = .06 
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  Experiment 6 
DV Reality x Imagination Reality x Film Reality x Video Game 
Act F(1, 242) = 19.63, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .08 F(1, 236) = 35.35, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .13 F(1, 210) = 30.42, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .13 
Moral 
Char 
F(1, 242) = 3.80, p = .05, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 F(1, 236) = 21.31, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .08 F(1, 240) = 29.16, p < .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .11 
Abnorm 
Char 
F(1, 242) = 0.25, p = .62, Ʉ୮ଶ = .001 F(1, 236) = 10.64, p = .001, Ʉ୮ଶ = .04 F(1, 240) = 0.42, p = .52, Ʉ୮ଶ = .002 
Desires F(1, 242) = 1.27, p = .26, Ʉ୮ଶ = .005 F(1, 236) = 0.56, p = .46, Ʉ୮ଶ = .002 F(1, 210) = 1.83, p = .18, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 
Social 
Harm 




F(1, 242) = 2.41, p = .12, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 236) = 0.99, p = .32, Ʉ୮ଶ = .004 F(1, 210) = 0.11, p = .74, Ʉ୮ଶ = .001 
Anger F(1, 242) = 1.95, p = .16, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 236) = 3.61, p = .06, Ʉ୮ଶ = .02 F(1, 240) = 6.52, p = .01, Ʉ୮ଶ = .03 
Disgust F(1, 242) = .006, p = .94, Ʉ୮ଶ = .00 F(1, 236) = 1.21, p = .27, Ʉ୮ଶ = .01 F(1, 240) = 0.23, p = .63, Ʉ୮ଶ = .001 
 
 
 
